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Note on the spelling of Greek and Latin 
words 

Eten a work as authoritative as the (hjord 
Clti^\iitd Dll liLntarti admits that it is virtually 
impossible to be consistent iri the transliteration 
ol Greek words: many ot them are lamiliar in 
Latin or anglicised lersions. while eten Latin 
names are often kiiovsn to the reader in English 
spellings v\hich have been used lor centuries, 
and therefore look very strange if the original 
forms are used. As this book deals with both 
Greek and Roman culture, there is no case to be 
made lor a pedantic approach to Greek words 
where more familiar Latin spellings exist le g 
Bacchus rather than Bakkhos). and I have 
therclore simply used the lorms which come 
most naturally to me. whether Greek. Latin or 
purely English 1 have placed the word 'phallus' 
in the latter category, and have consequently 
prelerred the Einglish plural phalluses' to the 
Latin phiilli. the original Greek form is phallos. 
plural pluilloi 

The reterences in the text to illustrations in 
black and white are iii normal type, those in 
Italic type reler to colour illustrations 
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A great many cultures, past and present, have produced art which makes use ot 
sexual motifs. The significance of such material is very wide ranging, and by no 
means all of it was made for the purpose of sexual titillation. which is at least 
partially implied by the term 'erotic'. In the recent past, particularly in the 
nineteenth century, all objects from ancient cultures which were shaped or 
decorated in a way that was considered improper by the very severe standards of 
the time were relegated to the category 'obscene': if they were of sufficient artistic 
merit or archaeological importance to he housed in a museum, they were locked 
away in special collections which were made as difficult of access as possible. Only 
the most dedicated scholars and collectors could succeed in studying them, and 
even their motives were regarded as more than a little suspect. The layman 
interested in an ancient culture as a whole would find, at the most, oblique 
references to material of this kind in the general books available to him. Indeed, as 
we shall see. in the middle of the nineteenth century even serious scholarly work 
on this sensitive subject could be published only through publishers and 
booksellers who normally dealt in pornography. 

The strict segregation of'erotic' objects in museums has started to break down, 
though it is not yet complete and difficulties are still sometimes placed in the way 
of those who wish to study them. Even among scholarly circles there is still a 
tendency to study material of this kind in isolation rather than treating it as one of 
the many aspects of the culture which created it. There is no doubt that for a great 
many people the whole subject still holds a shock-value which belies our declared 
tolerance and open-mindedness in the late twentieth century and is a clear 
indication that reactions arc less objective and more emotional than is consistent 
with sound scholarship. Even the increasing integration of the study of so-called 
erotica into archaeology and art-history still leaves the subject a long way behind 
other less sensitive ones, simply because there is so much leeway to make up. 
Deliberate suppression and segregation of this material in the previous century 
has distorted the picture, and it will take some time to restore the balance. 

The disciplines of anthropology and psychology, which like history, 
archaeology and the study of art deal essentially with the nature and behaviour 
of people, developed somewhat later than archaeology, and were always seen as 
more scientific: the V'ictorian attitudes were beginning to waver a little, and it was 
possible for the relevance of sexuality and eroticism to these studies to be 
established and accepted very early on. It is now well known that sexual customs 
and conventions vary widely between different cultures, and what appears 
commonplace to one may be deeply offensive to another, and that in general this 
area of human behaviour is a particularly interesting and significant cultural 
indicator. 

My aim in the chapters which follow is to illustrate some of the many examples 
of sexual imagery in the art of the classical cultures of Greece and Rome, to 
organise this material into broad categories according to its purpose and 
significance in antiquity, and to draw some inferences from it about those 
societies. 

The geographical and chronological range 1 shall cover is very large, extending 
from Athens of the sixth century bc to the Roman Empire of the late fourth and 
early fifth centuries .vn. Though there are undoubtedly great cultural differences 
at these extremes, there are also very basic similarities, above all in religious 
beliefs. The fact that the late-Roman Empire was officially Christian does not 
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mean that the underlying beliefs and practices of classical paganism had 
disappeared. It is these similarities w hich make it possible to trace links in the 
artistic imagery, which is very often concerned. howe\er peripherally, with 
religious and related themes. The archaeological and artistic e\ idence ofl'ered 
may appear somewhat unbalanced: for example, the reader will notice that a very 
high proportion of the 'erotic' art illustrated from Greece occurs on painted Attic 
pottery of the sixth to fourth centuries bc. and that decorated ceramics in fact 
form a significant part of the evidence throughout. This is largely because pottery 
survives extremely well compared with other materials and will, therefore, 
always be one of our prime sources of information. 

Of the three main categories into which I shall di\ ide the material, two are 
essentially religious, while the third is more truly erotic. The variety of gods and 
goddesses worshipped in the Greek and Roman world included a great many who 
had some connection with the basic need to ensure and promote fertility, and it is 
natural that the visual imagery surrounding them, as well as some of the actual 
rituals involved in their worship, included phallic elements. The cult of Dionysos 
in particular gave rise not onlv to a widespread orgiastic cult, reaching from 
classical G.reece into Christian Imperial Rome, but also provided the source of 
Greek dnima (and, ultimately, of all Furopean drama), which originally 
contained sexual elements linking it to the abandoned revels through which the 
god v\ as honoured. 

Phallic symbolism plays a very important role in the religious and superstitious 
beliefs of antiquity: bectiuse of its connection with the fortune-bringing fertility 
cults, the phallus becomes one of the most frequent tind trusted good-luck charms 
of Greek and Roman culture. Phallic amulets were very common, especially in the 
Romtin period and their wetirers would not have thought of their connection with 
sexuality any more than most of us w ould consider the Christian implications of 
keeping our fingers crossed' against bad luck. 

■A considerable proportion of the apparently erotic images in Greek and Roman 
art can therefore be seen to be in some sense religious in aim. The very existence of 
these affected the attitude to the remaining category of objects intended to be 
sexually attractive and stimulating. Both Greek and Roman artefacts include 
niiiny representations of lovemaking which seem to have no hidden meaning or 
purpose, but simply depict an enjoyable activity in a straightforw ard manner. 

As we shall see. in sexually inhibited cultures such as that of nineteenth- 
century Britain, where sex was regarded as shameful, any object which might be 
thought to inflame sexual feeling was classified as erotic and therefore obscene, 
and its public display as deeply offensive. But neither the illustrations which 
depict deities concerned with fertility or the rituals used in their cults, nor the 
simple good-luck amulets which take the form of phallic or other sexual symbols, 
should be thought of as genuinely erotic. They were not intended to refer to sexual 
love nor to arouse sexual feeling. They seemed obscene to Victorian observers 
only because the repressive attitude to sexuality at that period made an 
astonishingly wide range of images appear erotically exciting: clearly a culture 
which can find the undraped legs of an inanimate object improper is going to be 
extremely disturbed by a model of the male genitalia, made for any purpose 
w hatever. But phallic amulets were made for ancient Romans, not for \'ictorian 
Knglishmen. and the latter failed m their duty as scholars when they suppressed 
such material because of their own prejudices. In studying cultures other than 
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our own, whether ancient or contemporary, we have to try to set aside our 
cultural conditioning and assumptions, or we run the risk of reading into the 
material remains of those cultures meanings which were not intended or 
perceived by the people who made and used the objects. To classify such a wide 
variety of objects under the one heading of 'obscene' obscures some fundamental 
aspects of the culture we are studying and makes it impossible for us to gain a 
really deep understanding of that society. 

W’e need, in fact, to ask ourselves whether the 'obscene' images, which appear 
to be very common in Greek and Roman art. were intended to shock and disgust 
those who used the objects on which they appear, whether they were intended to 
be sexually stimulating, or whether they may ha\'e had some other meaning 
which to us is not normally associated with overtly sexual images at all. The 
answer is that the different classes of sexual representation had a wide range of 
meanings, and that none of them, in antiquity, would have aroused the furtive, 
guilty and hostile response which they hav'e all been accorded in the recent past. 
W'e ha\'e not yet freed ourselves from the prejudices of our recent past, and it is still 
extremely difficult for us to appreciate the truly erotic images in the matter-of-fact 
way which would best reflect their impact in antiquity, but we should make the 
effort because of their intrinsic interest and because of the way in which they can 
illuminate aspects of ancient life and society. Certainly they constitute a class of 
material which no serious student of the past can have any excuse at all for 
ignoring or suppressing. 

In addition to the information we can gain about classical antiquity from the 
study of the sexual element in Greek and Roman art. we can acquire insights into 
the development of the discipline of archaeology, the strength and nature of the 
puritanical elements in nineteenth-century society, and the changing attitudes 
to the study of the past in general. Because of the very strong feelings aroused 
by 'obscene' material, the way in which it has been treated illustrates these 
fascinating themes more vividly than any other class of artefact. The treatment of 
erotic, and related, art is a barometer of the extent to which personal prejudice 
has risen and fallen in relation to scholarly integrity. 
















Cultivated Europeans have taken an interest in classical antiquities since the 
Renaissance, but the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries witnessed a great 
upsurge of activity in the study and collecting of such material. The scholars and 
rich dilettanti of that period started to form the basis of the modern discipline of 
archaeology, and at the same time their benefactions to museums laid the 
foundations of the major public collections. It is an unfortunate coincidence that 
this same era saw the rapid development of a refinement in speech and manners 
which eventually became sheer prudery, and e\en led on occasion to the most 
regrettable and unscholarly hypocrisy. 

It will become clear in later chapters that it is impossible to study either classical 
antiquities or classical literature without encountering material which is of a 
forthrightly sexual nature. The changing manners of the late eighteenth century 
onwards are therefore important and relevant in any consideration of the history 
of archaeology. It is extremely difficult to chronicle the de\eloping fear and hatred 
of so-called obscenity with any accuracy; trends, by their very nature, are 
constantly changing, and causes and elfects can prove almost impossible to 
disentangle. At any given moment there will be examples to confirm an o\ erall 
trend, and others which will seem to deny it: there will be moderns, in the van of 
progress, and diehard conservatives clinging to old ways. Furthermore, at the 
very time when a particular social attitude seems most firmly entrenched its 
strictures will have become so unbearable to some that there will probably be an 
underground movement running counter to it. In the case of sexual prudery, the 
middle of the nineteenth century was probably this point, and true to form, along 
with the counter-culture of pornography, there was also some serious study of 
subjects which for decades had been considered too gross to mention. It is 
important to note, firstly, that the movement towards 'purity' in speech, writing, 
the visual arts and entertainment was not concerned solely with sexual matters, 
but was a very wide-ranging attitude and. secondly, that though its heyday was 
in V ictorian times, it was not a Victorian creation. It was already \'ery well 
developed by the last two decades of the eighteenth century, a generation before 
Queen Victoria was born. 

Throughout the 1700s notions of delicacy' and 'sensibility' as desirable 
attributes, especially in the female sex. steadily gained ground. There really was a 
time, hard to imagine for those of us still experiencing the reversal of this trend, 
u hen young people deplored the forthright manner and language, and even the 
behax'iour. of their elders. The English language was changing \'ery markedly, the 
pithy directness of the previous century being superseded by an increasingly 
formal, elegant and polysyllabic style, which was at the same time more refined' 
and euphemistic than seventeenth-century English. Though there are examples 
of increasing nervousness about visually improper material quite early in the 
eighteenth century, the tendency to expurgate or purify literature first becomes 
noticeable in the 1780s. Earlier examples of the practice (vividly, but to V'ictorian 
ears quite shockingly, referred to as the 'gelding' or 'castrating' of a text) had been 
too sporadic to constitute a real trend. 

The basis for this kind of censorship and the reason for it are very complex: most 
people are guilty of a form of expurgation when reading to themselves, namely 
'skipping the boring bits', and some forms of expurgation are indeed no more than 
that. \'ery often special editions for children will either shorten or simplify a text, 
or both, in order to hold the attention of a young reader better, and provided it is 
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/ right The god Pan and a she-goat. This 
small marble group from Herculaneaum i 
a classic of erotic art. ist century bc 
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definitely stated that the text is an abridgement there is no harm in this at all. The 
editor has to decide what he believes to be essential and what dispensible: any 
such work is an implicit criticism of the original text, but if it leads a reader 
eventually to the original, it may well be justifiable. In preparing standard 
literature, such as the Bihle and Shakespeare, for young people in this way. it is 
hardly surprising that some of the material which is most likely to be jettisoned is 
the wealth of sexual allusion to be found in both. Thus are the seeds of real 
expurgation sown, in which the editor removes all the author’s words and ideas 
which he regards as improper, profane, or otherwise ‘indelicate’. In due course a 
point is reached where such doctored texts are regarded as superior to the original 
and the extent, or even the very existence, of the gelding is no longer mentioned 
or admitted. 

Even today many people believe that children should be shielded from all 
mention of sexual matters. This feeling is the last vestige of the concept of delicacy 
which took root in the late eighteenth century and grew until it engulfed society 
like a smothering ivy in the mid-nineteenth century. This concept of ‘delicacy 
becomes almost incomprehensible when it is closely examined. Women, initially 
young women but later all respectable women, even if they were grandmothers, 
were expected to display the utmost confusion and embarrassment at any sign of 
coarseness. Weeping, blushing and even swooning were in order: this 
demonstrated the extreme purity and innocence of their own characters. It was 
never explained how a genuinely innocent person could recognise that what he 
or she saw or heard was improper - a theory seems to have developed that the 
truly pure had a kind of sixth sense for this purpose. The unfortunate Robert 
Browning demonstrated later in the nineteenth century that the innocent are not 
always blessed with this useful instinct, by including in his poem Pippa Passes a 
highly improper word which everyone was too polite, too embarrassed, or 
possibly too ignorant themselves, to point out to him. Exposure to impropriety 
was held to coarsen the fibre irrevocably, and consequently it became necessary 
to protect the would-be delicate ones - that is. all females - from mere contact 
with anything that could offend. It is a truism that exposure to all manner of 
things changes the responses. Exposure to unpleasant things can ‘harden’ a 
person, but this is not necessarily a misfortune. To take an obvious example, most 
of us would regard it as both normal and desirable that a trained nurse should 
remain unflustered in the presence of accident or sudden illness, while a less 
experienced person might give proof of their delicacy and sensibility by fainting, 
or doing something else equally unhelpful. 

Many women must have been far less ‘delicate’ than they led others to believe. 
They could scarcely have survived otherwise, especially once they had become 
mothers. The changing social patterns in England undoubtedly had a lot to do 
with the tendency to erect a fence around women, protecting them from the real 
world, but in due course the notions of propriety which came into vogue affected 
not just women, but all aspects of social behaviour. When class had been more or 
less fixed by birth and breeding, the rich could afford to be as plain-speaking as the 
peasantry without any fear of anyone confusing them with one another. The 
industrial revolution led to great social (and geographical) mobility: the middle 
classes grew apace, and their aspirations to move up in the world, aided by the 
substantial fortunes which were now within their reach, led to new standards of 
behaviour. The womenfolk had to be seen to be ladies of leisure, and were in 
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themselves status symbols, like money and other property. 'I'he fidelity and utter 
dependency of wives was crucial to safeguard the families and the dynasties of the 
nouveaux riches. At the same time the X'ictorian paterfamilias, struggling during 
his working hours in the far from gentlemanly rat-race of commerce, had 
romantic ideas about the innocence and purity of the family circle where he 
relaxed. John Ruskin expresses the idea in this passage from Sesame and Lilies 
n<Sh8); 

This IS the true nature ot hunie - it is the place of Peace, the shelter, nut only from all injury, 
but from all terror, doubt, and di\ ision. In so far as it is not this, it is not home: so far as the 
anxieties ol the outer hie penetrate into it. and the inconsistently minded, unknown, 
unloved, or hostile society ot the outer w orld is allowed by either husband or u ife to cross 
the threshold, it ceases to be home . , , 

None of this applies to the unfortunate lower classes, on whose labour the 
tortunes.ol the rich were built: their homes were grimmer than ever, and no doubt 
their behaviour ;is gross as ever. The sordid underside of X'ictorian society was 
also ;m integral part of the pattern. 

Another aspect ol the middle-class ideal in \'ictorian society was the rapid 
grovx th in the reading public. Just as television has ttiken over and dominated 
leisure in the latter half of the tvxentieth century, so reading, often reading aloud 
in the family circle, was enormously important in the nineteenth. This trend had 
also been well under way since the last decades of the eighteenth century, with 
inexpensive novels and circulating libraries totally changing the pattern of book¬ 
owning and reading. Books had been the prerogative of the rich and highly 
educated, but were now widely distributed. The more available a medium is. the 
blander it has to be. There arc more prejudices to offend. 

'I'he story of literary expurgation is wittily and instructively told in Noel 
Perrin s book Dr Bowdler's Leiiaeij. and this is not the place to discuss it in detail. 
The important point to note is that whatever the motives of the expurgators land 
those of at least some of them were undoubtedly utterly sincere), the growth of 
this practice led to dishonest scholarship. Many methods were used to excise the 
direct or crude ideas and expressions of such bav\ dy writers as Shakespeare - 
some of them simply succeeded in drawing attention to the ollending matter - but 
they included the tacit suppression of portions of text, misleading the reader into 
thinking it complete. Occasionally, where w ords were sufficiently obsolete, as in 
Middle Knglish. there are even examples of deliberately false glosses: an i Sho 
editor of the fifteenth-century Scots poet V\’illiam Dunbar did not cut out the word 
swijie. but instead told the surprised reader that it meant to sing and play'. No 
doubt by this time people had become so innocent that many of them believed 
him. though a truly delicate spirit should surely have sensed and swooned at 
any synonym, however archaic, for 'copulate', fhough this kind of thing is 
certainly funny, the attitude which places propriety before truth is not. 

Kxpurgation of literature in Fnglish is one thing, but the classics are something 
else. Though the young could be. and were, protected against the bawdiness of 
tlreek and Latin authors by suitable selection of material for school curricula, 
once adult a man w'ho had had the right sort of education automatically qualified 
as a person w'ho could safely read such heady stuff. Fluent knowledge of Greek 
and Latin, w’ith its implication of high social status, has alw'ays conferred this 
benefit, along with many others. The tendency to put improper passages into 
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Latin, even where the main body of a work was in the vernacular, ensured that 
only 'suitable' persons could read the work. Even knowledge of modern foreign 
languages was enough at times, and there are many translations of Boccaccio's 
Dei anieroii in which the bawdy bits are left in Italian. Another example of the 
same idea is an important early twentieth-century volume on Gallo-Roman 
pottery {published in l‘■)()4) in which the French text gives way to Latin when 
decoration of a sexual nature is described. Knowledge of foreign, and especially 
ancient, languages defined one's position as superior: one was certainly educated, 
probably rich, and very likely male, all qualities which made it permissible to read 
material denied to the weaker vessels, the ignorant, poor and female. 
Nonetheless. Victorian prudery was such that 'impropriety' in the classics was 
assiduously avoided even by many educated, rich adult males, and its existence 
was certainly regarded by them as a regrettable lapse of proper feeling on the part 
of the ancient authors concerned. Classical culture, especially the Greek, which 
was more highly regarded than Roman, was rather selectively admired. 

It is hardly surprising that in this atmosphere the existence of openly sexual 
motifs in classical artefacts was a fact which was as far as possible suppressed, and 
that those who suppres.sed it were able also to set aside the guilt which a scholar 
should feel about this kind of manipulation of the evidence. 

If we return to the history of collecting and archaeology in this period, we will 
see that one of the most important factors was the rediscovery by accident, early 
in the eighteenth century, of the sites of Pompeii and Herculaneum. Though the 
early phases of excavation there were kept fairly secret, by I7S7 the first of a 
series of illustrated volumes on the antiquities of Herculaneum started to appear, 
revealing a wealth of detail about daily life in the first century .\d which must 
have been a revelation to all. The impetus to collecting and study was very great. 
I’he volume which contained descriptions and illustrations of the sexually explicit 
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S A votive phallic carving on a stone from 
Roman Scotland, (top) as figured by John 
Horsley in his BnUinnm Romiina (1732I. 
and t(ihoi'i') m the i Sbs edition of Richard 
Payne Knight's Discourse on the Worship 0] 
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material was a separate one. and it. in particular, must have been astonishing to 
many readers. The apparent casualness with which first-century Romans 
surrounded themselves with images of the phallus must have been a surprise 
even to the mid-eighteenth century, not yet as sensitive to such matters as their 
Victorian descendents. After all, an unmistakable representation of the male 
organ is a lot more direct than even the ripest language, and is understandable to 
all. Even in 1732 John Horsley, in his splendid book on Roman Britain. Britannia 
Roniana. had jibbed at illustrating a stone with such a figure on it and had 
substituted a vine-leaf I 3); his text also contains a very perceptible seed of the 
delicacy which later grew to such overwhelming proportions: 

At Westerwood fort was found a remarkable Priapus or jallus. now also m the same Baron's 
collection. Below it is t x voio, and at the top these letters x an. which I read decent annorum: 
and may denote perhaps the continuance of some indisposition, upon the recovery from 
which this was erected: or else the time of barrenness, after which a child was obtained. But 
decency forbids the saying any more on this subject, as it obliges me to conceal the figure. 

The decency seems a little half-hearted, in that he has already told us that the 
carving was of a ‘fallus’: scholarship has not been totally neglected. A century 
later, we would at the most be told that the inscription was 'gross' or ‘improper’: 
more likely the offending stone would not have been mentioned at all. The 
engraving of the same stone in the 1865 reprint of Richard Payne Knight's 
Discourse on the Worship of Priapus is a special case, and we shall look in greater 
detail at this publication below 110). It is interesting that the presence of vine- 
leaves. like asterisks in an expurgated text, tend to inflame the imagination, 
sometimes leading to thoughts of greater impropriety than is actually there. In 
another early eighteenth-century example, a small Gallo-Roman Venus figurine, 
engraved wearing a tiny acanthus leaf, looks decidedly more provocative than in 
its normal state of nudity. 

The true scholars of the second half of the eighteenth century were able to face 
the facts of Greek and Roman impropriety. Some of them, like Payne Knight, were 
sufficiently intrigued to make a special study of the matter, though without 
thereby neglecting other aspects of ancient civilisation. Nor did artists and 
designers, inspired in a general sense by the discoveries at Pompeii and 
Herculaneum, wholly ignore the material contained in the volume devoted to 
erotica. There is a terracotta version by the distinguished sculptor Joseph 
Nollekens (17 37-182 3) of the notorious Herculaneum marble of Pan copulating 
with a goat (7, /). 

An anecdote about the sculptor well illustrates the harshness of advancing 
purity at this period. In the early sixteenth century in Italy a set of twenty 
engravings taken from drawings by Giulio Romano were published. They 
depicted different aspects and positions of sexual intercourse, and the poet Pietro 
Aretino wrote sonnets on the same theme to accompany sixteen of them. The 
engravings, popularly known as / Modi, circulated for generations, and it is said 
that Nollekens acquired in Rome one of the last sets extant, perhaps the very last. 
His confessor came upon him one day when he was looking at them and to 
Nollekens' eternal regret, forced him to destroy them. Art cannot soften the heart 
of prudery. 

On the whole, it is true to say that members of the group of scholars and 
collectors who were at work in England towards the end of the eighteenth century 
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were capable of studying the ever-increasing body of classical antiquities in a 
sane, balanced and open manner. They belonged to the old order of the 
aristocratic and educated: they were not frightened of being corrupted 
themselves, and they were probably not as yet fully aware of the tide of prudery 
which was beginning to rise around them. They were members of the Society of 
Dilettanti, Fellows of the still young Society of Antiquaries of London, and many 
were major benefactors of the British .Museum, which had come into being, itself 
based on magnificent private collections, in the lysos. They were more 
concerned, as any scholar should be. with the adx ance of knowledge than with 
contemporary sensibilities. 

It is worth looking in detail at some of these collectors and scholars, in 
particular those who collected and published objects which were later found 
otlensive to \'ictorian taste. One w ho is interesting for a special reason, though he 
stands a little apart from the group, is the so-called Chevalier d’Hancarville. a 
French scholar and adventurer whose real name w as Ihcrre-Francois Hugues. He 
was born in Nancy in lyiq. and travelled very widely, becoming friendly with 
many classical .scholars of note. One of these was Sir William Hamilton (the 
husband ol Nelson s l.ady Hamilton), who made good use of his position as Fnvo\ 
l:\traordinary to the Court of Naples, to which he was appointed in 17 ^ 4 - thr 
collecting some of the choice antiquities which w ere available in that area at the 
time. D Hancarx'ille catalogued and illustrated part of Hamilton's collection in 
four tine volumes which were published in Naples in In addition, 

however, he went well beyond the bounds ot scholarship, and indulged in .some 
[lights of fancy of his own. His works on the private lives of the Caesars and the 
secret cults of Roman women were illustrated w ith engravings allegedly based on 
ancient engrated gems tind coins, but actually in gretit measure his own 
iinentions. Described with appropriate quotations from ancient iiuthors. they 
display a hearty, and sometimes witty, taste for the obscene. To go further in this 
direction than the (ireeks and Romans did themselves was unusual at the time, 
and was of course very misleading to others. The important fact is that 
d'Hancarville. who in spite of this regrettable lapse into what can onl_\ be called 
taking was a genuinely learned man. was a friend of such scholars as Payne 
Knight, Hamilton and 'fownley. and w as not thought ill of by them for his interest 
in ancient erotica. 

•Much ol the material in Hamilton's collections found its w ay in due course to 
the British Museum, as did the outstanding collection of Richard Payne Knight. 
Payne Knight, who was born about 17S0. was a man of real distinction, a 
gentleman, who inherited extensive estates and looked after them assiduously, 
but who also found time to study ancient languages and literature, to collect 
classical bronzes and other antiquities, to write extensively on a very wide range 
of subjects (including some poetry w hich is said to be better forgotten), to be a 
-Member of Parliament la Whig), and to set himself up. with good reason, as a 
general arbiter of taste. His very first published work was the one which hrought 
dow n on his head the wrath of those who in 1 78b, when it appeared, were further 
ad\ anced in the coming trend of prudery than Knight himself. It was entitled, in 
the comprehensive manner of the time: An . la oimt ol the Renwins oj the Worship of 
Priapus. hilelp existinci at Isenua. in the Kiiujdoni of \aples: In Two letters: One from 
Sir U illiain Hamilton. K.B. His Majesty's Minister at the Court of Saples. to Sir Joseph 
Banks. Bart.. President of the Royal Society: The other from a person residing at Isernia. 
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To which is added. DISCOURSE OM THE WORSHIP OE PRIAPUS. and its 
Connection with the nn/stie Theology oj the Ancients. With i S Plates. By R.P.Knight. 
Esq. Eondon. 

The letter from Hamilton which is the starting-point of this publication is an 
extremely interesting and significant account of the survival of the use of phallic 
votives in a small town near Naples in the i 7S0S. The purchase and donation of 
phalluses made of wax took place within a Christian context, as gifts to Saints 
Cosimo and Damian, but the practice must have been part of an unbroken 
tradition stretching back to Roman times. Isernia itself, incidentally, was 
destroyed in one of the earthquakes to which the Naples area is so tragically 
liable, on 26 July 1X05. Hamilton arranged for specimens of the fragile wax 
votives to be sent to the British Museum. The other letter, in Italian, adds nothing 
to Hamilton's account, but is presumably the source of it. 

Payne Knight's own Discourse is naturally the raison d'etre of the book, and it is 
a wide-ranging discussion of pagan beliefs and practices which is by no means 
concerned only with the subject of the title. The style is standard eighteenth- 
century-erudite. the language entirely proper, some of the ideas more than a little 
far-fetched, and the whole thing very far from being licentious or sexually 
stimulating. It aroused censure at the time, so much so that Payne Knight tried to 
w ithdraw copies from circulation, and it certainly marked its author, in the view 
of later commentators, as completely beyond the pale. A judgement frequently 
quoted is that of a person called Thomas Mathias, the editor of a literary journal 
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entitled The Pursuits of Literature, and an early advocate and practitioner of the 
craft of expurgation. Of poor Payne Knight's essay, he wrote in 1808: 'One of the 
most unbecoming and indecent treatises which ever disgraced the pen of a man 
who would be considered a scholar and a philosopher'. One cannot help 
wondering whether Mathias actually read it, or whether the title page and the 
plates were enough for him. Later, an officer of the very institution which had 
most benefited by Payne Knight's collecting activities, the British Museum, was 
able to write in terms even more severe. Edward Hawkins, Keeper of the 
Department of Antiquities from 1 826 to i 8b(), compiled a manuscript catalogue 
of bronzes which included briefbiographies of the donors of important collections. 
His venomous comments on Richard Payne Knight are of great interest in 
illustrating the almost hysterical fear of any subject connected with sex. and any 
discussion of religion other than protestant Christianity, which was so 
characteristic of the nineteenth century. 

Hawkins says of the Discourse on the Worship of Prkipus: 'Of this work it is 
impossible to speak in terms of reprobation sufficiently strong: it is a work too 
gross almost to mention: and it is quite impossible to quote the indignant but too 
descriptive language of the critics in their severe but just remarks upon this 
disgusting production . . .' In other words, even the hostile reviews of the 
eighteenth century on this subject were too much for the delicate nineteenth- 
century constitution to stand. Hawkins goes on to list Payne Knight's 
publications on other subjects, gleefully noting adverse contemporary criticism 
wherever possible, till he comes to An huiuirii into the .Sijniholical Luncjiuuje of 
Ancient Art and Miitholofpj. which was separately printed in 1818 and appeared 
again in 18(after the author's death), as had always been intended, as an 
appendix to the second volume of Specimens o] Ancient Sculpture, published by the 
Society of Dilettanti. Payne Knight offends Hawkins here in his religious attitude: 
'W'ith every thing connected with the operations of the Holy Spirit and with the 
mediation and atonement of the Redeemer there is not any trace of his having the 
least acquaintance'. This is most unlikely to be true, for Payne Knight was an 
educated man: it was simply that he did not wish to interpret antiquity in terms of 
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Christian theology. Notice that the \'ictorian refinement in speech and writing 
extended to religious as well as sexual matters, and the name of Christ, even when 
correctly and respectfully used, was too strong to endure. 

In summary, Hawkins says of this work: 

We lament, deeply lament, that the Inquiry into the symholical language of .Ancient .Art 
and .Mythology’ was ever printed at all. and still more so that it has been inserted m that 
splendid \olume of’Select Specimens of .Ancient .\rt’. u hich it has made a sealed \'olume. 
unsafe and unfit to be subjected to the perusal of any young people of either sex. To a young 
man of classical taste, and a fondness and feeling for works of ancient art. v\e know not of 
any volume so dangerous as the ’Inquiry’. It has a direct tendency to undermine the 
principles by polluting the imagination, and investing all classical literature, and every 
object of ancient art with irremovable impurity. It is not to a grossness of language that 
may disgust, or to a v iv id description w hich may excite, that we are now objecting, but to 
the entire principle of interpretation w inch perv ades the w hole hook. This w ork is the most 
complete specimen of Monomania, w hich was ever exhibited to the w orld; in e\ cry object 
ol nature or ofart. the w riter perceives nothing but symbols and personifications ot the one 
gross idea, w Inch has taken entire and absolute possession of his mind, and has created an 
titmosphere ol grossness and impurity which is dangerous to approach. 

I’o do him justice. Hawkins also quotes a memoir of Pavne Knight which 
iippeared alter his death in i S24. I’his comments, amongst other things: ’He vv as 
admired by his neighbours for his exemphiry conduct, beloved by his tenants for 
his kindness tmd indulgence to them, and sanctitied by the prayers and blessings 
of the poor, to whom he was a most liberal benefactor'. It must have struck 
Hawkins and other \’ictorian puritans that these Christian virtues were 
surprising qualities to find in so depraved a scholar. 

Payne Knight was what we should now call a man of liberal tastes and beliefs, 
who had the misfortune to publish his researches at a time when the tide of 
manners was turning. DilTerent judgements of his work appetired. naturtilly 
enough, in the publications of those who pursued similar interests, even in the 
very teeth of X’ictorianism. but by the late ninteenth century even more general 
writers stiw him in ;i more baltmced way . I-.dward Hdwards. author of/./vcs ol the 
I'oiiiulcrs oj llip British Museum, published in ](S,-(). has this to say about the 
Inquirii into the Siimbolual hmif/iuiife . . .. which so incensed Hawkins: 

The student will gam from the Inquiry real knowledge about ancient art. He will find, 
indeed, not a few statements w Inch the author himself would be the first to modify m the 
light of the new miormation ol the lust fifty years But he w ill also find much which, m its 
time, proved to be suggestive tmd fruitful toother minds, and which prepared the way for 
wider and deeper studies It may do so yet. I he book is one which the student of 
archaeology cannot afford to overlook. 

l.ven on the notorious l)is( nurse. Edwards’s comments are a shake of the head 
rather than a scream of rage: ’... a subject which scarcely any one will now thtnk 
to have been well chosen, as the firstfruits or earnest of a scholarly career’. The 
hysteriti w as d\ ing dow n. 

The Diseourse was reprinted several times, and the reprint of 1865 is one of 
spcctal importance. It is noteworthy that at this date the publisher who was found 
willing to bring it out, John Camden Hotten. was also a publisher of outright 
pornography. In i8bs even serious work on such a subject could appear only as 
part ot that sub-culture, not as a respectable piece of scholarship. This edition 
reprints Payne Knight’s text and plates, and appends to it An Esstiij on the Worship 
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of the Generative Powers during the Middle Ages of Western Europe. This essay, more 
readable and a good deal more plain-spoken than Payne Knight s - the authors, 
after all. knew that they were appearing in the high-class pornography market, 
whereas Payne Knight had no such thought - was written by 'one of the most 
distinguished English antiquaries ... assisted, it is understood, by two prominent 
Fellows of the Royal Society'. According to Henry Spencer Ashbee. the Victorian 
bibliographer and yet another munificent benefactor of the British Museum, these 
were Mr Thomas U'right. Sir James Emerson Tennent. and Mr George Witt. 

d’he last named of these is a character of some interest, and the story of his 
collection and its donation to the British Museum illustrates many points about 
the ever more severe attitude to ’indecent' antiquities in the nineteenth century. 
Payne Knight and his contemporaries did not collect only phallic objects or those 
with some se.xual connotation; it was simply that they did not avoid them. Payne 
Knight was keenly interested in them, as any honest person might be. for the 
information they gave about the different attitudes to these matters in antiquity. 
Witt specialised far more. Apart from an early natural history collection, his main 
interests were antiquities relating to the Roman baths and objects which were, by 
nineteenth-century standards, obscene. 

George Witt has a far lower profile as a founder of the British Museum' than 
Payne Knight: indeed, he is a positively elusive character, and very little has been 
published about him. He was born in Norfolk in about 180 3 or 1804. and entered 
Leyden University in Holland to study medicine in 1828. One presumes he must 
have had .some previous study of the subject behind him. for he graduated .\ir) in 
18 to with a thesis on cholera which was subsequently published. On returning 
to England as a qualified doctor, he took up an appointment at the Bedford County 
Infirmary, eventually becoming Physician to that institution. In the year 18 34 
he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society, and was also Mayor of Bedford. His 
obituary in the Bedfordshire Mercury many years later reflects the success of this 
phase of his career: ‘Doctor Witt was at one time as familiar to our towm and 
county as a household word'. But in the late i84()S he emigrated to Australia, 
and after some years practising medicine in Sydney he appears to have given up 
his profession, dropping even the title 'Doctor' from his name. Instead, he became 
a banker, and proved as successful in this as in his first career. When he returned 
to England around 1834 he was a rich man, able to indulge his taste for collecting 
antiquities. He took up residence in London, and it is said that he used to hold 
Sunday morning lectures, presumably for a very carefully selected audience, on 
his collection of phallic antiquities. An illness in 1863 made him consider the fate 
of this collection, which he rightly considered to be one of great importance. In 
November of that year, he wrote to Anthony Panizzi. the Director of the British 
Museum, in the following terms: 


Dear Sir. 

During mv late severe illness it was a source ot much regret to me that I had not made such 
a disposition of my Collection of'Symbols of the Early Worship of .Mankind', as. combined 
with Its due preservation, would have enabled me in some measure to ha\ e superintended 
Us arrangement 

In accordance with this feeling I now propose to present my Collection to the British 
Museum, with the hope that some small room may be appointed for its reception in which 
may also be dejiosited and arranged the important specimens, already in the vaults of the 
Museum - and elsewhere, which are illustratw e of the same subject 



The Trustees of the Museum, perhaps somewhat surprisingly (but Museum 
Trustees are often charmingly unpredictable) accepted the gift, and the Witt 
Collection duly came to the Museum. There were other donations from Witt over 
the next couple of years, chiefly connected with his other great interest, the 
Roman baths. It is significant that Witt himself envisaged his collection as part of 
a larger group of objects ‘illustrative of the same subject' and. indeed, this is 
exactly how the material was treated in the Museum. Well before the time of 
W'itt's gift in 186s it had been decided to separate out the 'indecent' material, 
formerly mixed in with everything else, and form it into a Museum Secretum. 
perhaps along the lines of the 'secret' collection of the Naples Museum. Thus, the 
objects which had come in, for example, with Payne Knight's collection, were 
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already set aside solely on account of their obscenity in the eyes of the nineteenth 
century: this was held to be their leading characteristic. The same approach was 
applied to the classification of books, giving rise to the Prix ate Case of the British 
.Museum Library, now the British Library. Witt himselfdied in February i Sb9. his 
place in the Museum's history assured. The Museum Sccrctum. or rather its 
remnants, tended until very recently to be familiarly, though inaccurately, 
referred to as the W itt Collection'. 

We will consider the later history of the Alii.seiim Sei return m a moment. First, it 
IS worth considering in more detail the implications of this type of collection. The 
function of archaeology is to infer from the material remains some information 
tiboiit the people and the society which created them. Hovx ever much one may 
en)oy and admire an object for its own sake, in itself a perfectly proper and x alid 
response, the purposes of archaeology are not served until one goes beyond this 
point. Prnate collectors may collect for many reasons: for aesthetic pleasure 
alone; for mercenary motives - art as investment, the most reprehensible reason 
for collecting: or they may, as many of them did. and still do. have a serious 
academic interest in the material as u ell. Anyone claiming to be an archaeologist 
must have the latter impulse. Consequently, any object has an interest and 
potential importance, beyond its beauty or strangeness to modern eyes, for the 
information it may convey. The archaeologist can gain access to this information 
by identilying lor each single object a whole range of features, including the type 
ol object within a system of chissilication. its provenance I meaning, in 
archaeology, the place where it was found), its context (its archaeological 
relationship with other finds), its date, naturally, and its technology. The way in 
w Inch objects are arranged and categorised in museums is consequently a very 
complex question and will depend on factors such as the overall size and scope of 
the collection and its general aims. A museum primarily concerned vx ith the 
history ol art and technology will classify things somewhat differently from one 
w Inch IS based on cultural, more archaeological, divisions. In the first, all bronze 
statuettes uill go together, whether they are Roman. African. Oriental or 
modern: in the latter, all Roman objects, whether they are of metal, fired clay or 
organic materials, will form a broad category. The lemUiuj characteristic of an 
object will therefore be interpreted differently according to the general system in 
use. There will inexitably be dilficult cases and some contradictions, since 
antiquities are not simple things. 

I he concept ol the Museum Secretum runs counter to the arrangement 
described above lor either a culturally based museum or an art-based one or, 
indeed, for almost any other kind one can imagine. What happened in the early 
part ol the nineteenth century was that obscenity to modern eyes - not even 
obscenity in the view of the creators of the objects - started to be seen as a 
characteristic which overrode all others. Thus, in the British Museum, antiquities 
which in terms ol sexual decency otlended the somewhat specialised sensibilities 
ol the nineteenth-century observer were all put together, whether they were 
classical, medieval or modern, made of clay, metal or wax. from Europe or the 
Orient, and so on. All were housed, for no particular reason that we can now' 
detect except the historical one that they stayed where they were when the first 
subdivision of antiquities departments occurred in i8hi, in the Department of 
British and .Mediaeval Antiquities. 'Obscenity is not a scholarly category, it is a 
moral one. and it is academically indefensible. But this approach seemed so self- 
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evident in the middle of the nineteenth century that even a collector like George 
Witt, who certainly had a genuine academic interest in his material, fully 
expected his artefacts to be put aside with others of a like nature. He would not 
have expected the Roman bronzes to go with other Roman bronzes, the black- 
tigure vases with other black-figure vases. These things were obscene first and 
foremost. That was the basis on which he had collected them. 

This setting aside of material has many adverse effects. The objects are more 
dilficult of access, and can easily be overlooked when compiling catalogues 
according to more enlightened classifications, even if they arc not deliberately 
held back. Individual objects which may be rare or important in some way quite 
unconnected with their sexual decoration or form may also fail to be taken into 
account in more general work. Furthermore, they acquire one of the irritating 
characteristics shared by material made of precious metals: they become more 
valuable in purely monetary terms than similar pieces with non-erotic 
decoration. Objects made of gold or silver do have to have special treatment in 
museum terms because of their intrinsic value, but at least this is still a true 
reflection of their status in antiquity. If we keep gold Roman rings apart from 
bronze and iron ones, we do no more than reflect their greater value in their own 
time. But there is no evidence to suggest that a samian bowl with erotic- 
decoration was more valuable than one ornamented with a hunting scene, and it 
is absurd to part it from its fellow's in a modern museum. 

The Museum Secretum startedjiyietly to break dow n even before the First World 
V\'ar, and by now most of the objects are at least in the Departments to which they 
should belong. This is not a simple matter in itself, since departmental categories 
have shifted shape like witches in a fairy-tale since the uSBos, when the British 
Museum's general Department of Antiquities started to subdivide. When the 
Morel Collection of French antiquities of prehistoric. Roman and medieval date 






came to the Museum in 1901. the British and Mediaeval Department initially 
retained the indecent' Gallo-Roman objects like the Rhone valley pottery 
medallions (15) for the Musemn Secretuni. while passing all other Roman 
antiquities to the Greek and Roman Department. But within a very few years they 
found their way to their proper home. Scholarship was beginning to rebel against 
delicacy. 

Quite apart from creating this artificial and unworkable category of antiquities. 
\'ictorian prudery built an edifice of academically unsound conclusions on the 
existence of ancient erotica. A fine example of the curious reasoning which was 
brought to bear on this subject is to be found in a French work, published as late as 
19 34. but in the true nineteenth-century spirit. It is a major study of the samian 
pottery made at the South Gaulish site of La Graufesenque. near Millau (Tarn). 
The author, the Abbe Frederic Ffermet, was too sound a scholar to exclude the 
erotic subjects which often occur on this ware, but he grouped the illustrations 
together on one plate, and he had this to say about them 11 translate); 

■As long as Roman civilisation was not thoroughly established in Gaul, during the reigns of 
Tiberius. Claudius and Nero, the potters did not figure any erotic subjects on their ware, 
endeavouring not to shock or alienate their clientele. It was only when Gaul was 
completely romanised, under Vespasian and above all under Domitian and Trajan, that 
such scenes appear on sigillata vases. This fact is a palpable proof that the Romans 
imported into Gaul, along with civilisation, the corruption of morals. 
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There are several arguable statements in this, not least the suggestion that Gaul, 
which became a Roman province in the first century bc. was not completely 
romanised until the late first ad. or ev'en the early second century (the reign of 
Trajan I. and the implication that the pre-Roman Iron Age Gauls were not 
civilised. It all depends, no doubt, on what one means by civilisation. But far more 
important than this. Hermet can sustain his argument only by ignoring a fact 
which must surely have been well known and obvious to him as a great samian 
scholar: the rarity of erotic figure-types until the reign of Vespasian is due 
primarily to the relative rarity of all human figures in samian decoration up to 
that time. IA figure-type is a decorative motif of a person or animal, as opposed to 
one showing an inanimate object.) Until the late first century ad. the most 
popular shape of bowl in this mass-produced ware had very narrow zones of 
decoration. After this, the new popular shape has a larger area for relief 
ornament, like the earlier Italian Arretine ware, and a range of human figure- 
types. including some erotic ones, becomes normal. This is exactly the kind of 
stylistic point which Hermet studies in great detail in the rest of his book, but 
when dealing with the ‘obscene’ he chooses to ignore it and use the evidence to 
support quite different conclusions. 

Furthermore. Hermet is displaying a confusion between doing and depicting 
which is still a common problem of purity campaigners. He can hardly have 
supposed that the ancient Gauls were ignorant of sexual intercourse until 
introduced to this decadent practice by the conquering Romans: the objection 
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must he that morals u ill be undermined by the visual representation ot sueh an 
activity on a common utensil. If one objects tottilly to the vx'ry existence of sex. 
then certainly a picture of it must beolTcnsive. but il one accepts that it is not a bad 
thing per sy. no-one has ever satisfactorily demonstrated why it should be wrong 
to depict or dc.seribe it. Pictures of undoubtedly bad behaviour (for example, 
killing people) are rarely objected to even on the basis that the acti\ itics they 
depict arc actually morally wrong. The two illustrations (18) and (i y) show two 
Roman lamps made in Italy in the Hrst century .\d. archaeologically in the same 
,s. ,4 iu.,liHl,.nv<>k.tel<irTips.,ttho category and of equal interest. One has a scene taken from the Roman 

first ri'ritury \i). onr dfsordtccl u itti <i amphitheatre, where gladiators fought to the death in the name of entertainment 

gl.idMioruil su’iH', the ottivr u it)i a pair ot ^sfaincd With blood. One would imagine that most of us would 

disapprove of the activity shown, but it does not prevent us from studying the 
object for what it can tell us about this least-acceptable of Roman customs, nor 
should it prevent us. The other lamp shows a pair of lovers on a bed. a somewhat 
more universal theme. Is it too much to expect that we should be able to display 
the same degree of objectivity towards this.' 

The X’ictorian belief that sexual customs which were different from their own 
were not only morally wrong, but were the cause of most of the ills that befell the 
society in which they were practised, was taken to great extremes. There is no 
doubt that for many, there was an equation which went: 'sexual immorality 
equals general degeneracy, equals social and economic collapse'. Even now there 
is a popular belief that the 'fall of the Roman Empire' was attributable to a great 
degree to sexual excess, and a popular belief of this kind is a t estige of an earlier 
academic attitude. It should hardly be necessary to say that no single fact can 
explain the ri.se or the fall of an empire: the process is infinitely complex and 
involves almost every strand in the fabric of society. In any case, there is no good 
reason to suppose that the Romans indulged in sexual excess compared with 
other peoples of antiquity or with ourselves. They were merely less reticent than 
some in talking about and depicting sexual matters. It is true that they were 
inclined to say things which damaged their own case. They accused the Etruscans 
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of'luxury', and attributed the dissolution and absorption of their culture in that of 
Rome to this cause: Tacitus, writing in the first century ad, speaks highly of the 
barbarian Germans, contrasting them with the soft and luxury-loving Romans of 
his own day. The qualities being pinpointed as destructive in these pep-talks were 
general high-living rather than specifically sexual looseness, but such writings, 
and those of the more colourful satirists, provided useful ammunition for 
\'ictorian commentators. 

The selectiveness of the Victorians in this matter is interesting. While criticising 
the Roman Empire freely, their attitude towards Greek culture was very different. 
The admiration for the ancient Greeks in nineteenth-century England was 
intense, and the evidence in both literature and art that the Greeks and the 
Romans had very much the same attitude towards sexual matters, and the same 
cheerful abandon in depicting them, seems to have been tacitly ignored for much 
of the time. The cruelty of the Romans, as opposed to the Greeks, was also 
blatantly overstated, and still is. The public entertainments of the arena which 1 
ha\e just mentioned were undoubtedly vile, but cruelty and violence were 
endemic in ancient times. The Greeks. Celts. Romans and all peoples of antiquity 
regarded violence and slavery as part of everyday life, not to mention the ferocity 
of war in this period. 

In any case, the \'ictorian English were in a poor position to criticise this 
particular aspect of antiquity. They had no moral scruples about waging war, and 
most were content to see the poor live in conditions which would certainly not 
ha\'e seemed luxurious to the poorest slaves of ancient Rome. In the sexual area, 
they had enthusiastically taken to a particularly violent form of gratification, 
flagellation and even worse forms of sado-masochism being very common at this 
period. Another aspect of this hypocrisy was the flourishing trade in child 
prostitution, "^’et these Victorians were the people who were too refined to look at 
a Roman bron/e phallus without blushing. 

The separate treatment which erotic antiquities have received has been 
damaging to scholarship, and even now. when the trend at last is moving in the 
opposite direction, the elTects are far from forgotten. No-one has yet. to my 
know ledge, clearly stated the distinction between consciously erotic ancient art 
and representations which may seem erotic to our eyes, but to their creators were 
religious or apotropaic. Naturally, many scholars are well aware of this, but it is 
not popularly understood. Yet one would have thought that this, in itself, was an 
interesting facet of the ancient attitude to sex. Expurgated texts cast long shadows 
in that they often continue to be available and to confuse and mislead readers 
long after correct versions have become acceptable again. In the same way, the 
treatment of antiquities which are thought to be indecent as a category apart 
from all others has a long-term effect. Their absence can affect the conclusions of 
scholarly studies which arc otherwise standard works, and the normal proportion 
of such objects among other artefacts in antiquity is impossible to assess. Our 
already biased and unbalanced sources of information are w'ilfully biased even 
further. In this aspect of study, we have two hundred years of distorted 
scholarship to catch up on and to correct. 






















It is well known that fertility was a major preoccupation of most early religions, 
and it is all too easy for a modern city-dweller to find this fact amusing or faintly 
embarrassing. People who live in towns hav^e never given much thought to the 
source of the food they buy and the difficulties which might have had to be 
overcome in its production, so the idea of fertility as a subject of earnest prayer 
and strenuous ritual may seem strange and alien to them. The farmer, even the 
farmer surrounded by the sophisticated machinery of the twentieth century, will 
find the idea a lot easier to grasp: unseasonable weather, disease and pests are still 
a source of real anxiety, and though a failed crop may nowadays, in an advanced 
country, merely spell reduced profits rather than starvation, there are still cases 
where adverse natural forces can cause the ruin of a family which makes its living 
from keeping stock or growing crops. The peasant, at any place or period, has no 
difficulty in believing that fertility, both animal and vegetable, is the key not 
merely to comfort, but to actual survival. If life is to go on. the seed which has been 
sown must germinate and eventually result in a good harvest, and the animals, if 
they are to go on producing meat, milk and wool, must not only be healthy, but 
must breed. The modern observer is too easily side-tracked by the thought that 
the processes of vegetable growth and animal reproduction are full of fascination 
and wonder, even to those who study them in a purely scientific spirit, and that 
this is an important factor in the obsession with fertility which characterises so 
much early religious practice. While this is quite true in itself, far more basic is the 
fact that if this growth and reproduction does not proceed in the expected fashion, 
people will starve. The basis of fertility as a religious theme is not mystical, but 
practical. 

Rituals designed to ensure fertility or to celebrate successful breeding or harvest 
are uni\ersal and still widely practised. pAen before man had learnt to 
domesticate animals or tend crops the theme was present. Palaeolithic (Old Stone 
Agel man lived by hunting and gathering food, and the desire that he should 
succeed in his hunting, and that the hunted animals should themselves prosper 
and multiply, was expressed by means of sympathetic magic in the form of 
paintings and carvings depicting the desired events taking place. Thus mankind's 
earliest artistic achievements are of a high order, include along with 
representations of dead and dying animals, animals with young. 

The theme of fertility is perhaps most simply and clearly expressed in the form of 
the mother, and Palaeolithic art includes figurines of pregnant women, 
presumably to encourage the continuance of the human community. Deities who 
symbolise and represent motherhood and who protect women in the dangers 
which this function involves are virtually universal, and remain important in 
most societies even when other fertility symbols have arisen. The development of 
agriculture, which led to mankind's first great social revolution, introduced 
another aspect of fertility, the patient process of sowing seed and tending its 
growth, and the controlled breeding of domestic animals, in which the male role 
in reproduction became much clearer than it would have been when men simply 
hunted herds of wild horses and buffalo for their meat. 

The understanding of the male role in reproduction is not instinctive: in the 
larger animals there is a considerable time lapse between impregnation and even 
the first recognisable signs of pregnancy, let alone actual birth. Cattle have a 
period of gestation similar to that of humans, horses even longer (eleven months), 
while even small animals such as sheep need five and a half months to produce 
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their young. Though dogs were probably the first animals to be truly 
domesticated, their breeding was probably not so closely noted as that of the other 
species mentioned: even they have a gestation period of ov'er two months, long 
enough to make the connection between mating and birth far from obvious. The 
domestication of animals must lead, however, to the recognition of the male 
contribution to reproduction, and with this new ideas arise, not only about 
fertility itself, but about property and other social concepts: the mother is no 
longer seen as the only one responsible for the increase of the population. Our 
concern with this here is that at this point male fertility deities are introduced, 
supplementing, though rarely supplanting, the mother-goddess. This whole area 
of religious practice and development is enormously complex: it is introduced 
here only as a background to the fairly general discussion below of a few of the 
fertility deities of classical times. 

The period of classical antiquity with which we are dealing covers a time-span 
of about a thousand years, so it is hardly surprising that there is a great variety of 
religious ritual, and much which is now very obscure. Obviously there would 
have been many ancient local fertility festivals connected with events in the 
agricultural year, and there would have been ancient deities, again often local, 
who had to be propitiated if the crops and herds were to prosper. In addition, there 
was the formal Graeco-Roman pantheon, with myths which are often connected 
with the theme of fertility. Finally, especially in the later period of the Roman 
Empire, more personal mystery religions from the East, including Christianity, 
played their part. Since literary evidence, like archaeological evidence, is patchy 
and incomplete, it would be foolish to imagine that we could make any complete 
summary of the range and development of this theme in antiquity. All we can do 
is to consider some of the images which appear to illustrate this religious aspect, 
rather than straightforward sexual themes, and try to link them with an 
appropriate deity or ritual. 

The range of visual themes which may represent fertility is wide. As we have 
already noted, there is the mother, pregnant or nursing, or simply a woman with 
a child. Vegetable fertility is depicted in art by a range of products, particularly 
grain and fruit. In classical times the cornucopia, or horn of plenty, was a well- 
established symbol of fruitfulness, and it has also been maintained that the horn is 
itself a phallic symbol, though it seems doubtful whether this idea was often 
present in the mind of the artist. The male side of fertility is most easily represented 
by depicting a male in a state of sexual arousal - an ithyphallic figure - or simply 
by an image of the phallus alone, a theme to which we shall return in greater 
detail later. Any or all of these could be involved in religious representations 
concerning fertility. Finally, fertility can also be implied by scenes depicting 
mating, whether human or animal, while the actual rites w'hich took place at 
fertility festivals could also on occasion include ov'ert sexual activity. An 
illustration of copulation, therefore, may be religious in intention, rather than 
intended purely for the enjoyment or stimulation of the spectator. 

The most basic fertility image, that of the mother, remained popular in classical 
art. It is. how'ever. somew'hat peripheral to our main subject: even the most 
prudish in recent times have made no objection to statues and statuettes which 
depict a mother and baby. On the contrary, they have been seen as evidence of 
tenderness and sensibility on the part of the society and the artists responsible 
for creating them, a reaction totally unlike that evoked by any graphic 
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representation of sexual activity. It is important to understand that the 
underlying religious impetus is the same in both cases, and that our diverse 
reactions are shallow and sentimental. If we accept the genuine and deep 
importance of fertility gods and rites, then we should be prepared to accept them 
in whatever guise they appear, not only those which appeal to our own 
conditioning. 

While there are certainly some mother-and-child scenes in both Greek and 
Roman art which are purely domestic, and are not connected with religion, there 
is evidence too of mother deities and. probably even more commonly, goddesses 
who had a special protective role towards women in childbirth and other 
gynaecological matters. There is no single classical mother-goddess. Demeter 
(Ceres in Roman mythology) is an earth-mother figure who was primarily 
concerned with vegetable fertility and the annual cycle of sowing, growth and 
harvest. She was especially associated with grain. More specifically responsible 
for childbirth was Artemis (Diana), the hunter-goddess and sister of Apollo: in 
both Greek and Roman myth she was herself a virgin, and took determined steps 
to preserve this condition. The Artemis or Diana of the Ephesians who is 
mentioned in the New Testament was a separate deity altogether, and very 
clearly a pure mother-goddess figure, represented in art with a multitude of 
breasts and sometimes with black features. She was widely worshipped in the 
Greek and Roman world, and the reference in the Bible (Acts XIX. 23-41) 
concerns a riot caused by an Ephesian silversmith called Demetrios who 
complained that St Paul's teachings, undermining the worship of Diana, were 
aimed at damaging his livelihood, which was based on making shrines and 
images of the goddess. This Diana specifically protected the city of Ephesus as well 
as having a wider currency as a fertility goddess. 

Hera (the Roman Juno), who was the consort of Zeus, chief of the Graeco- 
Roman pantheon, was sometimes invoked as a protector in childbirth, and other 
goddesses often bear symbols of fruitfulness: Fortuna, for example, normally 
carries a cornucopia. Aphrodite (Venus) is also very definitely concerned with 
fertility, though her main association is with love and beauty. Her origins were 
quite separate in the Greek and Roman forms: in the latter, her earliest 
manifestation may have been as a spirit of fields and gardens, concerned more 
with the increase of plants than animals. Some local cults of Aphrodite, however, 
had a very specific sexual content: her temples at Corinth, at Paphos in Cyprus 
(Cyprus was. according to legend, the birthplace of the goddess) and at Eryx in 
Sicily all housed temple prostitutes whose services were dedicated to the goddess. 
It may be that echoes of some form of sacred prostitution are preserved even in 
depictions such as 23. a figure-type common on Gaulish samian pottery of the 
second century ad, which shows a couple with the woman apparently seated on 
an altar. Aphrodite was the patron goddess of the flourishing city of Corinth, 
which had a reputation in antiquity for its numerous, skilled and expensive 
courtesans. 

It is in the Celtic areas of the Roman Empire that we find some of the most 
explicit mother-goddess images, and it is clear that these must express a 
romanisation of deities already important in the local Celtic population. Large 
stone sculptures dedicated to the three Matres or Matrones (mothers or matrons) 
are found in Gaul and Britain and the Rhineland: their triple nature underlines 
their Celtic origin, since triple manifestations of a deity are distinctive in Celtic 
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belief. In Gaul there ivas a flourishing industry in the first and second centuries .\d 
turning out small mould-made figurines in fine v\'hite pipe-clay; the most 
common subjects in a I'ery large repertoire u ere a naked \’enus and a goddess 
who was shown seated in a high-backed basket-w ork chair, suckling one or a pair 
of infants. These were probably relatively ine.vpensive statuettes for \oti\’e use. 
and it is fair to assume that they may have been bought chiefly by women, hence 
the emphasis on deities which had particular responsibility for feminine 
problems. 

If we turn from mother-goddesses to the worship and rites of male iertility 
deities, we at once enter the realm of‘obscene’ representations. On the whole, the 
use of the male sex organ alone as a symbol has a specific meaning connected not 
with any individual deity, but with the apotropaic power of the phallus itself that 
is, its power to avert and overcome evil influences. Models of a phallus, often of 
impressive size, played a part in numerous religious rites, especially those 
connected with the worship of Dionysos, and we shall consider these further in a 
later chapter, .k tireek example of the type of festival concerned is that of Haloa. 
which took place in ancient Athens in December, and was intended to ensure the 
successful germination and growth of the seed which was sown. The proceedings, 
earned out mainly by women, may have had a fairly orgiastic content, but 
included biinquets at which foods in phallic form were consumed. This may well 
be the explanation of the decoration on a red-figure fragment which shows a girl 
holding a large, deep container full of eyed phalluses. Another interesting picture 
depicts a gir) sprinkling model phallu.ses to help .seed to grow (5I. Hetairai 
apparently took part in this fe.stiva); the hetairai were the courte,sans of .Athens, a 
class socially quite distinct from the common prostitutes, and superior to them; 
another vase-pamting (271 shows two of them dancing round an enormous 
phallus, undoubtedly in connection with a festival such as iialoa. 

■Many of the male deities who were concerned with fertility were of early and 
obscure origin, and even the writers of antiquity were forced to he vague and 
contradictory about them. Naturally, they share many characteristics with each 
other, including an alfinity with animals, especially sheep and goats, their 
presence in country places, and the ability to terrify and awe humans. They were 
also accorded a protective role over property in general as well as flocks and crops, 
so that they are charged with the marking of property boundaries. Finally, they 
possessed the power to be malevolent if not propitiated, though they would keep 
away evil when properly respected. There are really no clear and sharp 
distinctions between some of the gods we shall consider here, and we must 
remember that there must have been many local versions of these basic fertility 
cults of which we know little or nothing. Many of these deities express their 
powers of fertility, at least on occasion, by being depicted in sexual situations or as 
ithyphallie. that is. with an erect penis. Whether such images were regarded with 
religious awe or w'ith a sort of friendly amusement w'ould depend on the place, the 
time, the god and the conte.xt, but they are all basically religious in function and 
intention, and to classify them as in any way obscene or licentious would be to 
misunderstand completely their meaning in their ancient context. 

One of the best known of these basic nature gods is Pan, the Greek god of flocks 
and herds who w as depicted in art as half-man, half-goat. The myths about Pan's 
parentage vary, but he was usually thought of as a son of Hermes. One of the few' 
specific myths about him concerns his creation of the syrinx, or Pan-pipes, from 
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reeds into which the nymph Syrinx had been transformed in order to escape 
his amorous attentions. Other stories attribute the invention of this musical 
instrument to Hermes himself. Pan was linked in other ways with music. He was 
seen as a shepherd god. ensuring the health and fertility of his charges, while his 
darker side included the ability to engender panic in men. the mysterious fear 
which can afflict humans in lonely country places. (The word ‘panic’ is derived 
from the name of the god.) This is another matter which it is easy for the modern 
town-dweller to despise and attribute to ignorance and superstition, but it is real 
enough. 

The god Pan appears in some early Greek \ ase-paintings and statuettes with 
the head of a goat, but in Hellenistic and Roman times the standard image is of a 
human figure with goat's legs, horns and pointed ears and with facial features 
which, though coarse and ammal-like. are basically human. The similarity of 
his overall appearance to that of the satyrs who form part of the entourage of 
Dionysos is obvious. Indeed. Pan also appeared as a plural god (Pans) and 
sometimes even as female, and was himself one of the companions of Dionysos, so 
inevitably by Roman times his original nature had blurred and broadened out a 
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good deal. Furthermore, the Latin god Faunus, as we shall see. shared most of 
Fan's salient characteristics, though he does not appear to have had any of the 
physical attributes of a goat, and it is probable that in late antiquity Pan. Faunus 
and sundry fauns and satyrs were considered virtually identical. All were popular 
in decorative art at this time, and formed part of the Dionysiac (Bacchic! scenes 
which were greatly favoured. 

One derivation of Pan's name, etymologically incorrect, connects it with the 
tireek for 'all' or 'everything', and there was therefore a current of thought which 
considered this god to be a universal deity. Though this is probably far from his 
original, more local function, it is worth mentioning that nature deities such as 
Pan represent a far deeper and more powerful stratum of religious belief than the 
formalised and humanised gods and goddesses of the central Graeco-Roman 
pantheon. It was the type of the horned, hoofed god which in medieval times was 
regarded as the personification of paganism, and thus the antithesis of Christian 
beliefs. The Christian concept of the Devil owes much to the idea of Pan. though it 
would be simplistic to suggest that they were one and the same. 

Pan's concern with fertility is sometimes, though by no means always, 
expressed by depicting him as ithyphallic. or actually engaged in sexual activity. 
Probably the most famous version of the latter is the marble sculpture from 
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Herculaneum of Pan copulating u ith a she-goat i i I. I'his is artistically an 
outstanding piece of uork. and the combination of Pan's animal limbs and 
strangely non-human face with the unnaturally human posture of the goat 
makes a powerful statement on the mingling of human and animal in the 
personality of the god. It is this statue that became well known through 
engravings. 

Pan is not infrequently depicted sexually accosting other deities, nymphs, 
shepherds and shepherdesses, and. as in the case of the satyrs, such scenes arc 
often light-hearted and humorous: some, however, gue an idea of the darker and 
more sinister side of the god. such as one red-tigure scene which shows a fleeing 
youth u ho may be suffering from a real attack of panic. Pan features as a standard 
tvpe even In the decoration of pro\ incial Roman products such as samian ware - 
the figure type m 24 was in use in the first half of the second century and depicts a 
rather handsome ithyphallic \ersion of the god. I'he pose of the figure has 
obviously been selected to ensure that the phallus is clearly visible: like the goat’s 
legs and horns, it was seen as one of the distinguishing attributes of this deity, 
kven later, in the fourth centur\’ .vn. Pans (in the plural) are often found 
decorating marble s.ircophagi. w here they form part of Bacchic scenes, and this 
theme is found also on the great siher dish Irom Mildenhall in .Suffolk ( i b). The 
Miklenhall Ptin is likewise ttiking part m Bacchic revels. He is a magnificent 
figure, powerful and dignified, not to be regarded tis a comic or negligible rustic 
godlmg but as a serious and potent deity. 
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primarily Irom literary sources tind there is no clearly identifiable iconography 
him. His worship is mentioned by major v\ riters of the first centuries bc and ad. 
I.i\ . I toraee. \ irgil and ()\ id. .Many of his characteristics and powers are virtually 
the same as those of Pan. a god of fields and livestock, protecting his charges on 
the one hand and bringing them health and increase, while on the other hand 
capable of provoking terror and bringing harm and distress. The possible 
derivations of his name illuminate some of these concepts. Faunus may be derived 
from the verb/(lire, to befriend or protect, which w ould give the meaning 'kindly' 
or propitious one . This could be quite seriously meant as a descriptive title, but 
Could also have an inner meaning intended to discourage the god from turning 
against his charges: flattering names were often given to potentially dangerous 
spirits 111 order to ensure that they would not exercise the darker side of their 
powers. One of the names given to the Furies of Oreek myth w as l-Mmenkles. 'the 
well-disposed ones', while in later times, the Fairies, who. if displeased, could 
cause untold harm to livestock and to children, were propitiated with names like 
the good people', and in Welsh. 1/ tiilwiitli teej. 'the fair folk'. Another possible 
source of the name Faunus embodies the verb /iiri. to speak, which would give the 
meaning sttr or foreteller. Prophetic gifts and the ability to cause dreams, 
including nightmares, were also among his qualities. Just as Pan engendered 
panic . so Faunus vv as responsible for the strange and frightening noises which are 
sometimes heard in lonely country places. All in all. it is evident that the dividing 
me between Pan and Faunus is very hard to draw, at least by the late antique 
period. It ma\ well be that representations which we interpret as depicting Pan 
might easily have been thought of as Faunus by those who created them, thus 
explaining the apparent scarcity of the iconographic evidence for Faunus. 
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6 left Priapus. in a wall-painting 
from the House of the Vettii at 
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7 right A Roman wall-painting of a 
satyr and maenad, from Pompeii. 


















8 A mosaic panel from the House of the 
Faun at Pompeii, depicting a young satyr 
and a maenad. 2nd century bc 


31 right Detail from a Roman marble 
sarcophagus with Bacchic decoration, 
including Pans, both male and female. 
Second half of the 2nd century ad 














^2 Broii/f statuftti’ i)l IViiipiis diKmUing 
his phiillus istc'cnturv \i) 



5 ? iilunr 1 erracottd stdtuette ot Bnapus, 
with his (.lodk lull 1)1 Iruit. I'rom Pompeii, 
istcentun Bi- 1 st fcntun \i) 

54 iip/iOMlf' rerr.aottd ligurine Irom 
Pompc’ii 111 d Pdii or Idun with dri 
e\dggcr<ited phallus 1 his v\ as possibly a 
hdugirig IdMip istLt‘ntur\ ai> 


Statuettes which are thought to represent Faunus depict a bearded and solemn 
god wearing a goatskin, but without the actual goat-like features of Pan. Indeed, 
there is a further confusion here in that yet another important rustic deity. 
Silvanus. is similarly represented, and like Pan and Faunus. has protective and 
fertility-bringing functions. There is no suggestion that Faunus was ever shown 
as ithyphallic. unless some of the Roman Pan images are really Faunus. but he 
was nevertheless a god of fecundity and may well have been the deity venerated at 
the Roman festival of the Lupercalia. as well as being worshipped at various local 
feasts. The Lupercalia embodied both fertility aspects and the idea of marking and 
securing the boundaries of a territory. As we shall see with Hermes and Silvanus. 
this is another common side of the duties of gods concerned with fertility. 
According to Livy, a temple to Faunus was built in Rome on the Tiber island and 
was dedicated on i ^ February 194 bc. two days before the Lupercalia. By the time 
of the late Republic and the early Empire, the origins of this festival were already 
obscure, and there is no certainty that Faunus was the god invoked, though both 
ancient and modern authorities have tended to assume that he was. The feast 
itself involved the sacrilice of a goat and a dog. and after various rites had been 
performed naked youths ran through the city with thongs made from the skin of 
the slaughtered goat: women w ho were barren would become fertile if struck by 
these. .Another facet of the worship of Faunus is that a female form. Fauna, may 
have been identical with the Bona Dea. the Good Goddess. Her worship was an 
e.xclusivcly female cult in Rome, and though the rites were secret, there can be 
little doubt that fertility was a basic aspect of it. 

Pagan religion continued to flourish after the establishment of Christianity as 
the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century vi). The worship of 
Faunus. .specitically. was deprecated by the Christian writer Arnobius early in 
that century, and archaeological evidence for the cult of Faunus at the end of the 
fourth century emerged most unexpectedly in 1979 when a treasure of jewellery 
and spoons was lound near Fhetford. Norfolk. The silver spoons bear inscriptions 
referring to Faunus. combining his name with Celtic, i.c. Gaulish or British, 
names or epithets. This demonstrates that the local Latian god mentioned by 
authors of the early Empire was still venerated in relatively far-flung areas of the 
Empire in the late fourth century, though what rites marked his worship remains 
unknown to us. It seems certain that a ritual meal was involved, but it is also 
highly likely that feasts ol Faunus would, at least at some times and places, have 
had a somewhat orgiastic character. Nevertheless, as we have already seen, there 
is no evidence that Faunus himself was ever depicted as an ithyphallic deity. 

A deity who was always phallic, on the other hand, was Priapus. another early 
fertility god. His particular responsibility lay with the fertility of gardens and 
larms. and statues of him. oltcn quite crudely carved in wood, were apparently a 
common feature of the countryside. Priapus was thought to be a son of Dionysos, 
though there are varying myths about his origin. Iconographically. he appears as 
a somewhat grotesque figure with a grossly exaggerated and erect penis: his 
garment is often drawn up to reveal this remarkable organ, and the folds of cloth 
contain fruit, to demonstrate his function of ensuring the increase of crops. There 
are a number of Roman representations, for example from Pompeii, which depict 
him anointing his phallus with oil ( ^2). and there is a famous painting from the 
House of the Vettii at Pompeii (6) in which he is weighing his phallus on a scales. 
A statue of Priapus protected property as well as bringing about fertility, and in 
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this his function approaches that of certain manifestations of Hermes, as well as 
Pan, Faunus and Silvanus. In Roman times. Priapus seems to have been regarded 
with amusement and affection rather than awe. though this would not ha\'e 
prevented him from being propitiated in an appropriate manner, with gifts of the 
first-fruits of the land over which he watched. 

The emphasis on the phallus itself in the statues of Priapus links him with the 
use of the phallus alone as a protective and apotropaic device, which we shall 
consider more closely in the next chapter. Ensuring fertility is closely bound up 
with protection: to achieve health and increase, dangerous pests, diseases and 
harmful weather have to be warded off. The power of the phallus to drive away 
e\'il influences is therefore one with its ob\’ious symbolism of promoting 
reproduction. At the same time, the artistic evidence implies that over-large male 
genitals were considered aesthetically unpleasing by the Creeks and Romans. 
Pan and the satyrs are often generously endowed in this respect, but they were 
seen as partly animal: the ideal type of male beauty epitomised in classical 
sculpture. Creek and Roman, normally depicts genitals of somev\’hat less than the 
average size for the racial type concerned, certainly never more. Consequently, 
the exaggerated genitals of Priapus made him seem an ugly and grotesque figure, 
though benevolent. 

Priapus as depicted in the somewhat mannered style of Roman early imperial 
art at Pompeii has a certain style and elegance in spite of this, but it is likely that 
the rustic wooden statuettes would have been very simple, and may well have 
iipproximated in appearance the ancient type of the herm. Herms were an aspect 
of the god Hermes (Mercury), though herms of other deities also occur and. 
indeed, herms of non-divine characters. The herm was a boundary-marker, 
protecting land and possessions, and was common to both Creek and Roman 
culture, though its function became perhaps less religious and more purely 
decorative as time went on. It took the form of a head carved in the round 
surmounting a simple angular pillar, on the front of which was added a set of 
male genitals, usually erect. The concept almost certainly developed from simple 
stones which were used as boundary markers and identified with Hermes as a 
protective deity. In Creece herms were treated with great reverence. There are 
many scenes on painted pottery which show them being crowned or garlanded, 
or presented u ith offerings. One of the well-known incidents of Athenian history 
was the mutilation of the city herms in 41 s bc, as a result of which the brilliant 
young leader Alkibiades. suspected of int olvement in the act of desecration, fell 
from popular favour. 

Herms continue to occur as a type in the Roman period, though it is doubtful if 
their significance is as great: figure types representing either herms or statues of 
Priapus occur on Arretine and samian pottery in the first and second centuries .\i) 
( ^S). It is possible that at this date there may be some conflation between Hermes 
in this form and Priapus. 

A great body of myth surrounds Hermes himself, who is approximately 
equivalent to the Roman god .Mercury and holds an important position in the 
official Hracco-Roman pantheon, yet he, again, shares some of the basic traits of 
Pan. i aunus and the like. Hermes was a son of Zeus, and from birth showed the 
enterprise and cunning that made him the patron of commerce and even of theft. 
He was a god ot travellers and the messenger of the gods, equipped for travelling in 
his cloak and broad-brimmed traveller's hat ipetasos) and sandals, and carrying a 
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herald’s stalT. the cadiueus. His speed is symbolised by the wings on his heels and 
sometimes his hat as well. The caducous is generally shown entwined with two 
snakes and is sometimes winged. Another usual attribute carried by the god is a 
purse. Cockerels and tortoises are associated with Hermes, and so is the goat or 
ram. stressing his link with the shepherd deities already discussed. Except in the 
form of herms. he is not normally depicted as ithyphallic. and the bronze from 
Pompeii ny I is rather exceptional, but there is no doubt that this important deity 
is part of the group of male fertility gods concerned with agriculture and 
stockraising. 

Hermes was widely venerated, and was a particularly popular deity in the 
Celtic provinces, probably because many of his characteristics corresponded with 
those of native gods. Silvanus. whom we have already mentioned several times, is 
also attested archaeologically as a god worshipped in the more distant Celtic areas 
of the Roman Empire as well as Italy. He was a god of Italian origin and, like 
Hermes, Priapus and Faunus, had special protective power over property bound¬ 
aries and intluenced the fertility of animals. Indeed, nearly all his characteristics 
can be precisely paralleled in those of Faunus. He was sometimes plural - Silvani 
- and could be a hostile and dangerous force as well as a kindly one. 

There are also some major deities of the pantheon concerned with fertility and 
sexual matters. Eros (Cupid), the son of Aphrodite, is one of these. In Greek 
mythology Eros is the personification of physical, sexual love, and is represented 
as a beautiful youth. He was not invariably regarded as the child of Aphrodite: 
there are various versions of his origin, in some of which he is seen as one of the 
most ancient spirits, with no known parentage. By Hellenistic times the concept of 
this deity was changing, and in Roman times he is seen as a mischievous young 
boy. playing tricks on people and wounding them with his arrows, an image 
which survives into much later times. There were certain centres where Eros was 
especially v'enerated. and clearly there must have been a sexual element in his 
worship. Like so many important deities, he had a dark as well as a light side: 
sexual passion can be a cruel and unrewarding experience. 
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Dionysos or Bacchus, the god of wine, has already been mentioned in 
connection with Pan and the satyrs who formed part of his retinue. He was a god 
of very great importance, and deeply concerned with fertility: the rites connected 
with his worship grew up into the ancient theatre, and we shall look at him. and 
the images to which his worship gave rise, in far greater detail later on. 

Even this most superficial survey should gi\ e some idea of the importance of 
fertility deities in (ireek and Roman religion. We know of only a few of the rites 
which this worship engendered, and though to our sensibilities it may seem 
perfectly e.xtraordinary to dance round a huge model phallus or to hang garlands 
on a phallic pillar, we know that these things were done in all seriousness by 
ordinary people, for reasons which were not connected with personal pleasure in 
sexual activity. To categorise as obscene images connected with worship of a deep 
and solemn kind is an irrelevant reaction. We might remember, too. that our 
reactions depend very much on just how explicit a symbol is. Only the most 
severely puritanical Christian condemns the country dance round the maypole, 
though this may be as much for its pagan origin as its sexual implications. 

The religious objects and concepts mentioned so far are all linked with gods and 
cults which could help to ensure fertility and good fortune. There is another and 
slightly dilTerent field of religious practice in antiquity which could and did gi\'e 
rise to objects which were disturbing to later puritan minds. 'I'he custom of 
presenting gifts to a god at his shrine or temple, cither in the hope of receiving 
fa\'ours from the deity or in gratitude for favours already received was an ancient 
one. widespread in the classical world. Divine help and guidance was sought for 
everything from affairs of state to the most commonplace domestic problems. 
Illness was ntiturally one of the troubles referred to supernatural powers, and 
certain deities had special competence in such matters. Of the major gods and 
goddesses. .Apollo and .Minerva were most often charged with healing, and 
certain shrines were associated with them in this role. As we have alreadv seen, 
several goddesses could be invoked to help women in childbirth and disorders 
arising from it. There were also deities whose prime function was healing: 
undoubtedly, many of these would have been local spirits, but one or two had 
cults w idespread in the (iraeco-Roman world, notably Asclepius. represented in 
art as a kindly, bearded figure, and his daughter ffygieia. who personified health 
and was equated with the l.atin Salus. The most important cult centre of 
Asclepius was at Epidauros in Greece, but a temple was built for him in Rome, on 
the Tiber island, as early as the third century bc. 

I he choice of particular places for the growth of healing shrines and the 
worship of healing deities was naturally connected with the special properties of 
those places, very often the presence of mineral springs. Sources of water were 
venerated by most earl\' societies, and when the water had some unusual 
characteristic, such as heat, effervescence, or minerals which imparted a 
noticeable taste, the source was well fitted to develop into a holy place. During the 
Roman occupation of Britain, tor example, the hot springs at Bath were honoured 
by elaborate buildings, and the name of the deity of the place, Sulis Minerva, is 
that mixture of Celtic and Latin which demonstrates that the site was already a 
holy one to the Celts. Shrines such as those to Asclepius which were based on 
sources of healing water appear in many cases to have grown up to resemble the 
great spas of the nineteenth century or the modern German Kurort, offering 
accommodation for the w'orshippers patients, the services of medical 
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practitioners, and facilities for exercise and dieting. Some healing shrines would 
undoubtedly have specialised in the treatment of particular types of illness, while 
others may have been more general, relying simply on the nature of the god to 
deal with whatever problems the supplicants brought him. There is every reason 
to believe that shrines of this kind could often have played an important part in 
the alleviation or cure of many ailments. Mineral waters can be very eflicaceous 
in the treatment of some conditions, and allied with the power of faith, and with 
medical advice and treatment, there must have been many who had reason to 
dedicate a thank-olTering to the god before they left. 

All ancient temple sites offered various ancillary services, and these would 
generally have included stalls selling suitable cx votos. gifts for the worshipper to 
present to the god. These votive offerings can take many forms: they can be in the 
form of actual money, of other valuable items such as jewellery, of metal plaques 
inscribed with a suitable invocation, or of statuettes in various materials - bronze, 
the cheaper terracotta, and probably also less durable substances such as wood. 
\'otives connected with physical disorders could take the form of models of the 
afflicted parts of the body. This custom was found only sporadically, but appears 
to have been especially common in Italy in the period of the Roman Republic. 
Some examples of anatomical ex votos made of terracotta from Italy are illustrated 
in 41 to 44. Parts of the body frequently figured are the eyes. head, hands, 
breasts, male genitals, legs and feet. Some internal organs are also found, 
particularly wombs, while complete statuettes of animals presumably indicate an 
appeal for help with the illnesses of domestic beasts. The precise interpretation of 
the parts of the body in terms of what diseases were common, is very difficult. The 
subject is discussed by the late Calvin V\'ells in a section of T. \V. Potter's paper on 
the healing shrine at Ponte di Nona. The prevalence of a particular part of the 
body at any given sanctuary could indicate that the shrine had a good reputation 
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in the healing of diseases afflicting that part, so that sufferers attended it from a 
wide radius. On the other hand, it could also indicate that disorders of that part of 
the body were especially common in that area, or were an especially serious 
disability in that particular community. At Ponte di Nona feet are very common 
votives. and Dr Wells makes the point that in a rural community such as that 
surrounding that site, injuries or afflictions of the feet and legs would be 
particularly serious, preventing those who were engaged in the heavy physical 
work of farming from moving around to earn their living. 

The relev’ance of this matter of healing shrines to our present purpose turns on 
the fact that terracotta models of the male genitals were common votives at 
certain shrines and. as antiquities, have been collected and often been categorised 
as obscene' in the past. It should be clear from the account above that the purpose 
of these is no more obscene than is that of a diagram in a medical textbook: they 
are intended simply to draw the attention of the deity to the part requiring help. 
Breasts and wombs are not readily considered indecent subjects, and votive 
models of the female external genitalia appear to be far less common than the 
male, suggesting that the gynaecological problems for which help was most often 
invoked concerned fertility, birth and the nourishment of infants, rather than 
troubles which directly affect the genital region, such as gonorrhoea or the minor, 
but nonetheless distressing, infections like monilia. Gonorrhoea can give rise to a 
more general infection which can result in sterility, so the precise inferences to be 
drawn from the organs presented as votives remain very unclear: certainly we 
cannot attempt to say with any certainty how common any condition was in a 
given area without a lot more evidence than we yet have. 

Some of the examples of terracotta male genitals from Ponte di Nona may show 
evidence of the condition called phimosis, a tightness of the foreskin which can 
lead to painful and unpleasant consequences, though its surgical treatment is 
very straightforward. One of the results can be impotence, about the only cause of 
infertility for which the female partner can obviously not be held responsible; the 
concept of a male who is sexually competent yet infertile is not an easy one to 
accept in the absence of microscopes and the resultant knowledge of the existence 
of spermatozoa, though stockbreeders must have known from early times that 
some male animals rarely if ever impregnated the females. Some of these 
terracottas, therefore, may be concerned with our old theme of fertility. Others 
may imply sufferers from troubles of the urinary system, a very common type of 
affliction among older men. 

All the material which we have considered in this chapter formed an important 
aspect of the religious practices and beliefs of ancient society. Earlier antiquaries 
were naturally perfectly well aware of the religious connotations of many 
’indecent’ representations, as evidenced by work such as Richard Payne Knight's, 
but it would still have been impossible until quite recent times to display or discuss 
an c.v v’oto in the form of a penis in the same way as one in the form of a foot. Such a 
distinction is academically invalid, and even if we prefer to give special treatment 
to the overtly sexual categories of ancient imagery, such as those we shall discuss 
in later chapters, there can be no excuse for dealing thus with images which are 
related to religious practice, the understanding of which is absolutely crucial to 
our understanding of ancient society. 
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W’e have seen that ithyphallic spirits like Priapus and the herms had a protective 
role which developed naturally and logically from their fertility-bringing 
functions. At the same time, basic nature gods of this kind could also have hostile 
and aggressive aspects, exemplified by the abilities of Pan, Silvanus and Faunus to 
frighten and harm people; any honest personification of natural forces must 
include cruelty as well as kindness. The essential and central power of such 
nature deities could conveniently be symbolised by the phallus alone, and this 
symbol would then take on something of the dual nature of the original god. 
protective on the one hand, and aggressive, perhaps dangerous, on the other. The 
phallus can thus become an apotropaic device in its own right, and was used as 
such in both Greek and Roman times, perhaps particularly the latter. 
Representations of the male genitals as small portable amulets and as carvings 
and paintings constitute an important class of material which many earlier 
students of antiquity unhesitatingly classed as indecent. In their own time such 
obiects were regarded as good-luck charms; their significance was not erotic, any 
more than the medical ex votos described in the previous chapter. It would 
probably be wrong to imagine that phallic amulets were regarded with solemn 
religious awe. but they were more than the trivially superstitious charms which 
are popular today. Perhaps they could be classed somewhere between the 
wearing of a cro.ss by a serious Christian and the primarily decorative four-leaved 
clo\ er. black cat and the number i ^ of modern times. 

The use of the male genitals as a charm was greatly facilitated by the fact that 
they are easy to represent in simple and stylised form, divorced from the rest of the 
human figure, without becoming too ambiguous. It is true that the basic shape of 
the phallus is echoed in many other objects, both man-made and natural, and this 
undoubtedly confuses the issue when phallic symbolism or phallic worship are 
considered in general terms. However, this is less of a problem when Greek and 
Roman art is the subject of study, becau.se of the literalness of art in those cultures. 
Many cultures other than the classical, from primitive societies to highly 
sophisticated ones, have afforded the phallus respect, amounting sometimes to 
worship, rhe enthusiastic and imaginative observer can find plenty of conscious 
and unconscious phallic imagery in the most unlikely places. In such cases it can 
become difficult to establish the source of the phallic symbolism - whether its 
alleged presence alfords an insight into the society which gave rise to the art 
concerned, into the subconscious of the individual artist, or indeed into the 
subconscious of the observer. There must be many cases of phallic significance 
being thrust upon some innocent subject, but since the subconscious can always 
be made to take the responsibility a reliable judgement upon the matter is hard to 
make. Almost any protuberant or pointing object can be regarded with a knowing 
eye; some good examples occur in G. Ryley Scott's book Phallic Worship, where 
amongst other things the tall pointed towers of early medieval Ireland are 
regarded as specifically phallic. No doubt any tower, spire or other upstanding 
feature may be interpreted in this way. but this does not necessarily mean that the 
builders had any such thing in mind when they built a tall structure rather than a 
squat one; just one of several more obvious explanations is that defence might 
require a high point from which to scan the surrounding countryside. It is 
perhaps fair to point out that misinterpretation of the opposite kind can occur; the 
author remembers a disbelieving friend of hers persuasively arguing that the 
somewhat worn and stylised phallus carved on Roman masonry at the fort of 



Birdosvvald, on Hadrian's Wall, could perfectly well depict a pair of shears. 

I do not intend to throw scorn at the idea that ambiguous representations of 
phallic forms occur, and may have considerable significance, but this happens 
most where the society cannot tolerate ov'ert depiction of the object - which is the 
case in most Christian societies - or where the prevailing form of visual art is 
symbolically orientated, fond of double meanings, and scorning directness. On 
the whole, the graphic art of ancient Greece and Rome is straightforwardly 
figurative, and this, combined with a lack of nervousness about nudity and actual 
sexual matters, results in unambiguous images. When a classical artist or 
craftsman needed to represent a phallus, he could do so. and though the result 
might be simplified and stylised it would be recognisable. Consequently, it seems 
to me quite unnecessary to search for hidden phallic symbols in classical art. 

Notwithstanding what has been said above, it is true that during the Roman 
Empire, one of the great art styles which encountered and mingled with that of 
Rome v\as the art of the Celts, a supreme example of abstract, symbolic and non- 
representational art in antiquity. Celtic art appears to have practically no 
demonstrable erotic or sexual content, and any phallic symbolism which it may 
contain is very hard to demonstrate as intentional. It is a very striking and 
important fact that it is under the influence of Roman artistic convention that 
these aspects start to appear: this is what Hermet was complaining of - the wicked 
corruption by the Romans of his ancestors, the Gauls Ipp. 32-3). 

The range of objects in the Graeco-Roman world which could be made in the 
form of the male genitals, or decorated with them, was wide. The simple phallus, 
made of bronze, brass, bone, or even gold, and worn as an amulet, or the carving 
in bas-relief on a wall, is characteristic of Roman culture rather than Greek, and 
is very common. Greek representations like those on painted cups are usually 
associated with other scenes or objects, but their significance remains apotropaic. 

As an amulet to be worn on the person, some of the most charming are the tiny 
gold finger-rings (to). These have a minute phallus in relief on the bezel. The 
rings are far too small even to have been worn on the most slender adult finger, 
and if worn as rings at all they must have belonged to very young children. 
Alternatively, they could have been worn on a chain as a pendant. It seems likely 
that they were intended to protect and bring good luck to small children of the 
class able and permitted to wear gold jewellery: children, even of privileged 
classes, are very vulnerable to accident and disease, and a protective amulet must 
have seemed a sensible precaution. 

Also in the class of high-quality and expensive jewellery are the small gold and 
coral pendants (10). The modern Italian pendants, usually of coral (or coral- 
coloured plastic) with a pointed, sinuous form, are distant descendants of these, 
made less explicit and more symbolic by the demands of a more shockable society. 
It has been suggested that the rare Roman bronze pendants of a not dissimilar 
form are also phallic symbols, but because it was acceptable to wear a realistic 
representation of a phallus, this seems most unlikely. If these are phallic at all. 
they probably represent the male organ of an animal, for example a boar, and 
thus combine the apotropaic function with the power and virility symbolism 
associated with many animals. The wearing of a phallus amulet round the neck is 
mentioned by Varro (de lingua latina. vii. qp) and its apotropaic function clearly 
indicated: it is worn by boys, 'to prevent harm from coming to them'. 

Other simple phallic pendants are made from copper alloys - bronze and brass - 
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or bone, and it is not always dear which are intended for human use and which 
are harness-trappings for horses. In either case, they are designed to ensure safety 
and good fortune, rather than actual fertility, for the wearer. Those which are 
carved on a cross-section of red deer antler are quite common on military sites in 
the northern provinces of the Roman Empire, and the choice of material is 
interesting in itself. Not only does a section of antler provide a very suitable base 
for such a carving, being easily available, free and producing a neat, disc-shaped 
pendant with a naturally decorative edge, but the association with the red deer 
stag in Itself may add power to the object. Any large, strong male animal tends to 
be admired for its apparent fighting and sexual prowess, and beasts such as stags, 
bulls, boars and stallions are of considerable importance in the religious beliefs of 
many peoples of antiquity. The Celtic population of Rome's northerly provinces 
v\ere among these, and included antlered and horned deities among their 
complex and now imperfectly understood pantheon. The antlered god. who is 
named on one C.aulish inscription as Cernunnos. was depicted from time to time 
in pre-Roman and Romano-Ccitic art. while a triple-horned bull also occurs in 
Gaulish statuettes, sometimes associated with other deities. Boars were also 
venerated, and images of them were common in the Celtic provinces during the 
Empire as well as earlier. In Roman provincial contexts boar's-tusk amulets are 
w ell known. They are probably not phallic in any sense, but the connection with a 
boiir gives them cidequate symbolism in themselves. 

Simple phalluses were displayed not only as personal good-luck charms but 
also in a more public way. on walls, floors, buildings and so on. These are not 
casual graffiti, but carefully executed apotropaic devices. It is noticeable that they 
tend to be displayed at places of potential danger, such as corners, bridges and 
entrances. Naturally, the greatest variety of examples sur\'i\es from Pompeii and 
Herculaneum, but many are know n from elsewhere, and they must have been a 
familiar feature in Roman life. The carefully ciir\ ed example illustrated in tJ is 
trom high up on a wall at a street corner in Pompeii, Another famous example 
from the same town is carved rather crudely on a panel of travertine, and bears an 
inscription. Iik habitat lelicitas ( here dwells happiness'). While this may have been 
a shop sign', indicating that the building housed prostitutes, it is more likely that 
it was a normal protective symbol, strengthened and reinforced by the 
accompanying phrase. .Another phallus, very worn, is known on a paving stone 
from Pompeii, and further examples represented on floors include a fine one done 
in black and white mosaic on the threshold of a building in the Italian harbour 
tow n of Ostia (46). and a small mosaic example, decorated wdth a bell, a feature to 
which w e shall return, on the floor of a room in the women's public baths at 
Herculaneum. 

Walls and bath-houses were adorned in this way not only in Italy, but also in 
the most distant provinces of the Empire. The phallus on a wall at Birdoswald has 
been mentioned; there is another good example tucked away low on the Roman 
bridge-abutment at Chesters. Northumberland, and another in the military bath¬ 
house at the same site. Bath-houses were especially in need of this type of 
protection: not only were men felt to be particularly vulnerable when unclothed, 
but it was also common for games of chance to be played in the relaxing and 
sociable surroundings of the bath. Good luck was needed to ensure that one did 
not altogether lose the shirt one had already removed. 

In addition to the rings and pendants mentioned above, the phallus occurs as a 
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decorative motif on other items of wear and use, ranging from lamps and other 
pottery to enamelled brooches and seal-box lids. Items such as horse-brasses and 
jewellery made of enamelled bronze are very typical of the northern provinces, 
where there was a good Celtic tradition in the craft of enamelwork. Brooches and 
studs in the shapes of animals - hares, dogs, lions, birds, horses and dolphins, for 
instance - were well known, brightened with enamel inlay in red. green, blue, 
yellow and white. The little stud from a late Roman temple at Uley. 
Cloucestershire 1481 illustrates how this technique creates a pretty and amusing 
trinket even in the form of a phallus. 

VVe have looked so far at straightforward depictions of the male genitals alone, 
but not all phallic good-luck charms are so simple. The symbol is often 
accompanied by some other motif, to make its apotropaic function even more 
explicit: alternatively, the phallus may itself be elaborated into some fanciful form, 
personified into a fantastic independent little creature, or used as the central 
theme of a complex decorated object. 

The first specific association of a phallus with another object which comes to 
mind is that of the phallus and an eye or pair of eyes. The tlreek cups, like that in 
7b, illustrate the association very clearly. Byes are themselves a charm against 
the Fvil Hye: 'eve' beads, in blue and white glass, are still made in the Middle Bast 
with precisely this apotropaic function. The phallus, having a special power 
against the Kvil Bye as well, makes a doubly powerful charm. It is often completely 
ambiguous in cases where both eyes and phallus are represented, whether the 
phallus IS supposed to be overpowering the Bvil Eye, or whether the eye motif is 
it.self performing an apotropaic function. In some instances, the eye is definitely a 
personification of evil, and is clearly being attacked by the phallus. There are 
v’crsions where the phallus is itself provided with eyes. This has been naiv'ely 
explained by suggesting that the phallus needs to be able to seek out its way, but 
in fact these eyes, like those painted on the prows of boats both in antiquity and 
modern times, are for luck and safety rather than direction-finding. 'I’here is a 
somewhat fragmentary example of a Clreek pottery phallus of the seventh century 
BC in the British .Museum (49) which has eyes painted on its glans. It w'as once 
mistaken, by some short-sighted or pure-minded scholar, for a boat. 

There may well be .some complications in the eye-and-phallus motifs over and 
above the understanding of the Evil Eye concept itself. Some psychologists regard 
eyes and genitals (both male and female) as being significantly related: the many 
myths in which blinding is the punishment for the breaking of sexual taboos, such 
as the story of Oedipus, are said to have a deep-seated basis in human psychology. 
In very recent times, blindness was supposed to be the ultimate and just 
punishment for the sexual 'crime' of masturbation, and this was earnestly 
believed. It was presumably easy enough to 'prove' by demonstrating that 
practically everybody who went blind in later life had at some time indulged in 
masturbation. Another complication arises in the interpretation of some of the 
simpler and more stylised representations in which eyes and phalluses occur. The 
problem of depicting the female genitals will be discussed below, but it may be 
touched on here: a simple elliptical shape in association with a likewise much 
stylised phallus could, in some instances, depict a vulva, and not an eye at all. This 
could entirely change the meaning, or it could even on occasion be a deliberate 
visual ambiguity. One of the most explicit and remarkable representations of the 
power of the phallus over the Evil Eye is an extraordinary small terracotta of 
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motif as well. Consequently, these mobiles, known as lintitmahiiki from the 
presence of the bells, very often include phallic forms. Examples are known from 
many sites in the Roman Empire, some of the finest examples surviving from 
Pompeii. 

Among the examples illustrated here 1 52. S 4 ). it is striking to note how often 
animals become part of the design, or the phalluses themselves are transformed 
into animals by the addition of legs, tails, wings, and even ears IS2). A tin- 
tinnabulum from Pompeii which depicts a gladiator attacking a beast, a dog or 
wolf. IS particularly interesting, as this ravening monster is in fact the gladiator's 
own phallus. It is not at all certain whether this expresses a fear of sexuality as an 
uncontrollable animal urge, or whether it is simply intended to be startling or 
amusing. The feeling of anxiety about the power of sexuality certainly existed in 
antiquity, as we shall see in the discussion of the satyrs and similar beings, and 
their place in mythology. 

The addition of legs and wings to phalluses may express two or three different 
concepts. Eirstly. transforming the phallus into a small independent animal may 
stress the independent nature of the organ, often very much less under its owner's 
control than he might wish. Secondly, the power of the phallus is underlined by 
a.s.sociating and even almost conflating it, not only with the deities we have 
already mentioned, such as Priapus. but also with certain animals which were 
supposed to be well endowed with sexual vigour and general vitality. A wide 
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range ofcreature.s, ranging from goats and dogs to domestic fowl and other birds, 
were credited with particularly licentious habits. Rather curiously, the cat does 
not seem to be included, though it would seem an obvious candidate, with its 
frequent and abandoned sexual behaviour: cats were relatively uncommon as 
dome.stic animals or pets in antiquity. A terracotta in the Trier museum shows a 
dog-phallus sitting in typically canine fashion, while winged examples, with or 
without bird or mammal legs, are very common. In both Latin and modern Italian 
v\ords for ‘bird’ or 'sparrow' occur as slang terms for the penis. Animal-phalluses 
often engage in activities connected neither with sex nor the averting of evil 
mtluences. for example, the chariot-pulling phalluses on a Romano-British pot 
178). In this area, it becomes difficult to disentangle purely apotropaie purposes 
from entertainment. 

As one might expect from the occasionally phallic nature of the god Mercury, 
the ram. one of his attributes, is sometimes connected with phallic symbolism: a 
bronze tintinnabulum from Pompeii depicts Mercury seated astride an ithyphallic 
ram. The animal is provided with a decidedly human phallus. Another famous 
example is the multi-phallic Mercury from Pompeii ( ^9), which would originally 
have been provided with bells depending from his numerous projections. This 
extraordinary figure has a phallus in the usual place, together with an additional 
four, plus the normal pair of wings, on his hat. He carries his usual attribute of a 
purse, but the caduceus (with its own faint phallic connotations) is missing. 
Together with the bells, this would have been a formidably apotropaie object, but 
one cannot help feeling that its original owner must have found it pleasantly 
amusing as well. 
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The personification of phalluses into complete beings can include humans as 
well as animals. The terracotta depicting the destruction of the Evil Eye is one 
example, since presumably only humans could be expected to use a saw. There is 
a small human-legged phallus in bronze in the Boston museum, and there are 
some statuettes of a minor deity who wears a hooded cloak which lifts off to re\eal 
a phallus instead of a head. These are found in Celtic provinces, and are a 
reminder that the hooded 'duftle-coat' was a typical garment of the cool, damp 
north, i’he association of head and phallus can be found in other amulets, where 
it seems that the ti\o together may represent the whole essence of a figure, as m 
the hcrms. 

Perhaps one may suggest an interpretation in which the higher and lower 
aspects ol humanity are combined, and the cerebral and animal powers are 
symbolised by these tw'o members. There may even be more to it than that. W'e 
have often noted that Celtic art is highly symbolic, and the head, frequently a 
disembodied, severed head, plays a very important role in Celtic mythology and 
art. W hether it may e\’en have some phallic significance itself is debatable, but in 
any case, in a Celtic province ot Rome, there can be no doubt that an amulet 
which combined the force of a head and a phallus would be powerful against evil, 

Another small group of amulets exists in which the phallus is combined with a 
hand, usually making a gesture which is taken to be a sexually significant one. On 
this subject, we must turn to the matter of the repre.sentation of the female 
genitals, which at first sight seems to be conspicuously lacking in both tireek and 
Roman contexts, 'f'hc point has already been made that the female genitals do not 
lend themselves so well to artistic depiction as the male, partieularly in line rather 
than in three-dimensional media. 1 am speaking here of the vulva itself, rather 
than the pubes, or mons veneris, which is too featureless a form to be artisitically 
useful. The vulva is rarely seen: its situation makes it invisible in any normal 
position even to its owner, and visible to another only in a eonseiously arranged 
and specifically sexual po.se. In contrast, the male genitals are visible in most 
positions in a state of undress. The full complexity of the female genitals lies, of 
eourse. in their totally invisible internal structure, but even when revealed, the 
vulva is artistically an inconvenient and ill-defined shape, lacking the clear and 
characteristic outlines of the male organs which makes it possible to draw or 
model them as a completely detached unit. There is also a considerable range of 
variability in the appearance of the external genitals between women of dilferent 
ages, and as most people, even in antiquity, have not seen very many, even a 
faithfully realistic representation can look quite odd and improbable. The 
structure of the labia and clitoris is difficult to reproduce in three dimensions, and 
exceptionally ambiguous when drawn in simple outline. All in all. from the 
technical point of view alone, there is a strong case for representing the female 
genitals symbolically rather than realistically. 

Setting aside for the moment the suitability or otherwise of the female genitalia 
for graphic portrayal, w^e should consider whether they are likely to fulfil the same 
role as an apotropaic symbol as does the phallus. The answer to this is 
complicated by the fact that one is dealing, in classical antiquity as now, with a 
male-dominated society. Psx'chologists consider that the female genitals, as 
symbols of female power and mystery, can appear dangerous and threatening: 
this is fairly difficult for a female to envisage, to whom the phallus appears a far 
more threatening and potentially harmful concept, but it may well be true, at 
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least on occasion. As an aggressive and powerful symbol, it would be reasonable 
to expect the vulva to be used at times to frighten away harmful forces, though 
perhaps it would cause more anxiety in (malel observers than the phallus. Careful 
observation suggests that it was indeed used thus from time to time. 

V\'e have already seen that in some examples of a phallus and 'eye' the latter 
could equally well be a simplified rendering of a vulva. The interpretation of this is 
very ambiguous indeed: the vulva could on the one hand be reinforcing the 
statement of the phallus, increasing its power against the Evil Eye, or then again, 
it could itself be taking the role of the Evil Eye. and be depicted as a power which is 
conquered and overcome by the phallus. Perhaps more definite are those amulets 
which depict, either alone or in conjunction with a phallus, a hand making a 
specific gesture (57) in which the fingers are curled and the thumb thrust 
between the index and middle fingers. This gesture has survived into modern 
times, and like so many ancient and powerful symbols, can have quite 
contradictory meanings. In some areas it is regarded as a good-luck sign, while in 
others it is a most insulting gesture. The same ambivalence can be seen in the v' 
sign. Like the sign of the phallus itself, the dual meaning, lucky and hostile, 
indicates that the gesture is an important and powerful one. What does it 
represent.' The writers of the 1865 lissai/ on the Worship of the Generative Powers 
had no doubt that it was a symbol for actual sexual intercourse, the thumb 
representing the penis lodged in the vagina, and this interpretation is also 
favoured by a modern authority such as Desmond Morris. The sign is called inano 
flea in modern Italian, and this is usually taken to mean 'fig hand'; the Italian for 
'fig', however, isfieo. not fiea: the latter is a slang term for the vulva. The similarity 
of the tw'o words is hardly coincidental, since the fig is one of the better natural 
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objects which provides ii visual pun for the female parts. The hand gesture is 
surely intended to represent the female genitals themselves, and amulets such as 
S7 therefore depict both male and female, the latter being perhaps more 
unequivocally portrayed in this indirect way than by an attempt at realism. The 
possible ambiguity of the ‘phallus and eye' illustrations is not present here, and 
the female sign must simply be reinforcing the apotropaic power of the amulet. 

There are two further small and rather restricted groups of objects of the 
Roman Imperial period which seem to depict the female genitals in a fairly 
recognisable way. Lamps such as have ornamental handles, often quite 
definitely modelled in the form of a leaf, and the type of handle shown has 
sometimes been interpreted as a stylised leaf. On appearance alone, it seems far 
more likely to be a careful, though simplified, study of the vulva. If so. the function 
ol this vulvate handle, it any. must have been apotropaic, just as the many lamps 
with phallic decoration would ha\'e had this type of power. .A purelv decoratix e 
function cannot be entirely ruled out. however. 

The other category is a very small one. a group of somewhat strange antefixes 
from York. Antelixcs were the vertical roof-tiles which decorated the eaves of 
Roman (and ('.reek) buildings, and were often elaborated into highly decoratne 
lorms. It v\'as very common indeed for these to htive luck-bringing devices, as they 
w ere w ell placed to bring lortune and protection to the whole building which they 
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adorned. Provincial Roman antetixes are usually plainer than those from Italy, 
and are of triangular lorm. with quite simple decoration in relief. The best known 
examples from Britain are those which bear the name, number and symbol of a 
legion, and were made at the appropriate legionary pottery. The York examples 
are decorated in an extraordinary way ( S 9 ). The central motif is a female head, 
and in this a long tradition is being followed, since female faces are commonly 
found on antetixes in the Mediterranean area centuries earlier. The York female 
heads are crudely executed and are surrounded by an elaborate border with a 
knob-like projection at the top. Visually, the effect is certainly reminiscent of a 
\'ulva. and it may well be intentional. The association with a female head may 
imply a connection with some Celtic female deity whose protective power was 
being invoked. It will be remembered that the phallus, too. is often associated with 
a head. Certainly in medieval times, the display of female genitals seems to have 
been used to confer protection on buildings: the most famous examples are the so- 
called 'shiela-na-gigs' found on Irish churches, but there are other displaying 
female figures in medieval European sculpture. This is particularly interesting, as 
there seems to be relatively little in the way of classical antecedents. It is virtually 
only in Roman hgypt that figurines of women actually displaying their genitals 
occur, and they arc somewhat outside the main classical tradition. A 
mythological story, that of Baubo. is used to explain these Romano-Rgyptian 
statuettes. The York vulvas, if that is what they are, may be references to Celtic 
goddesses of the kind which are known from later literary sources, able to appear 
in numerous transformations, including hideously hag-like ones with grossly 
exaggerated genitals. 

From a careful consideration of the evidence, it seems clear that in classical 
antiquity images of the genitals, male or female, were not normally intended to 
hate any purpose connected with sexual feelings as such. If we wish to 
understand them in their ancient context, it is a wholly inappropriate reaction to 
regard them as obscene, or even as sexual. There may. of course, have been those 
who. even in antiquity, regarded amulets of this kind as amusing or a little 
embarrassing, because they expressed the beliefs of a very primitive and 
unsophisticated level of religious thought: this is nevertheless a very different 
reaction from that of recent scholars who cannot conceive of images of this kind 
ha\ ing any meaning other than a provocatively erotic one. Scholars have been 
intellectually aware of the importance of phallic symbolism for generations, but 
emotional responses have still caused the suppression of material of this nature, 
introducing a bias into the surviving er idence which it can ill afford. 

It is particularly important to make a distinction between apotropaic amulets of 
the kind discussed in this chapter and the truly erotic representations which we 
shall consider later. They form a specific category, not quite in the purely religious 
area touched on in the previous chapter, but certainly separate from the scenes of 
lovemaking which have no religious raison d'etre. The true extent of the use of 
such amulets in the Roman period has been obscured in the past by their 
exclusion from some collections, and by their treatment, generally, as erotica’, a 
definition which belies their real function. 



























In our earlier consideration of religion, u e referred briefly to the god Dionysos, or 
Bacchus, as one of the many deities connected with fertility. Fuller discussion has 
been left for this chapter since the cult of Dionysos has very great importance for 
our theme as a whole. He is thought of principally as a wine-god. and though this 
is true up to a point - his orgiastic and ecstatic rites did make use of the 
consumption of wine - it is only part of the story. He was connected more with the 
fertility of plants than of animals, and the metaphor of death and rebirth which is 
typical of such gods, mirroring the new growth of vegetation each year, is one of 
the features which links the cult of Dionysos with other personal mystery 
religions, including Christianity. The power and importance of his worship in the 
ancient world depended, too. on the high degree of personal in\ c)l\'ement felt by 
his worshippers: the Bacchic ecstasy was a form of oneness with the god. and to 
take full part in the rites one was possessed and set outside oneself. The real 
meaning ofecstasy turns on the concept of being ’beside oneself. This condition is 
not unconnected with the requirements of acting, insofar as the actor must set 
aside his own personality and take on another. The Bacchic worshippers who 
took the parts of the mythical beings in the god's retinue were, in a sense, acting, 
and it is in the context of Bacchic worship that one of the great cultural 
contributions which antiquity made to later times grew up. namely the theatre of 
the Creeks. 

Dionysos was a relative late-comer to the Creek pantheon, and it was believed 
by the ancients, probably correctly, that his worship originated in Thrace or 
further east. As with many other deities, there were numerous and contradictory 
myths concerning his origins, but the most popular, which eventually became 
the usual version, is that he was a son of Zeus, the highest god. and a mortal 
woman called Semele. The jealous Hera impelled Semcle to ask her divine lover if 
she might see him as he was amongst the gods; this was an unwise move for a 
mortal, and Semele was. predictably, consumed by lire. Her unborn child. 
Dionysos, was rescued by his father Zeus, who enclosed him in his own thigh, 
whence he was born at the proper time. One of the later exploits of Dionysos was 
to bring about the immortality of his mother by rescuing her from the 
underworld, and establishing her. re-named Thyone. amongst the gods on .Mount 
Olympus. 

.As a young god. Dionysos wandered far and wide over the sea to many 
countries, including India. Where he was well recei\'ed. he rewarded men with 
the knowledge of the cultivation of the vine and the production of wine. Where he 
was not accorded the respect due to his divine rank, his revenge tended to be 
violent and merciless. A few examples must suffice, fhe Thracian king l.ycurgus 
was one who rejected Dionysos. dri\'ing the god from his lands and imprisoning 
his followers. As a punishment, his country was affiicted with sterility and he 
himself with insanity, so that he imagined his own son to be a hated vine plant 
and hacked him to pieces. Eventually Lycurgus was trampled to death by wild 
horses and through this blood sacrifice fertility returned to the country. Another 
equallv unfortunate and ill-ad\'ised king was Pentheus. ruler of Thebes. Like 
l.ycurgus. he took exception to Dionysos and the nature of his worship, and was 
torn to pieces by his own mother. .Agave, while she was a frenzied Maenad, one of 
the female followers of the god. This story is told in Euripides' tragic drama The 
hi I pn'vuHh piuiv 1 he thcdtrc ot Dionysob Bacchne. Both these myths contain the element of human sacrifice, and it seems 

cit \thcns likely that an early phase of the cult may have included this element in reality. 




though it would have been reduced in time to animal sacrifice. 

Another myth which illustrates Bacchus's indignation when the worship due 
to him was not forthcoming, and also mentions his seafaring activ ities, concerns 
a group of pirates who once seized him. in the hope that he was a rich prisoner 
worth robbing. Their attempts to bind him fast on their ship failed, and one 
member of the crew realised that they were dealing with a supernatural being. He 
tried to persuade his companions to desist, but tailed. Dionysos changed all the 
pirates, with the exception of the one rather more percipient sailor, into dolphins, 
and caused vines to sprout from the mast of the ship. This talc is depicted in a 
black-figure cup painted by the artist Exekias, now in Munich. The arrival of 
Dionysos from the sea was celebrated in the various processions and feasts in 
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Greece, where he was shown on a wheeled ship-cart. 

Stories such as those of Lycurgus and Pentheus demonstrate very clearly the 
unrestrained and orgiastic nature of the cult: the Maenads were liable to tear limb 
from limb any creature, human or animal, which crossed their path. The 
combination of music, dancing and wine-drinking was land still is) conducive to 
wild and uninhibited behaviour, and to the development of that state of ecstasy 
which, in appropriate circumstances, could be interpreted as possession by the 


So 




mmmrni i 




























17 Part of a Dionysiac scene decorating a 
magnificent bronze crater found at 
Dherveni. Macedonia. Late 4th century bc 


1 6 left Detail from the great silver dish in 
the Mildenhall (Suffolk) Treasure, showing 
the god Pan dancing, as part of the 
Bacchic thiasos. 4th century ad 


IX right A marble herm of Hermes from 
Siphnos. c.^20 BC 




19 The violent death of Pentheus, 
illustrated in a painting from the House of 
the Vettii at Pompeii, ist century ad 



h 5 above Dionysus, accompanied by satyrs 
and maenads, on a black-tigure vase by 
the Kuphiletos Painter, s yo-soo BC 
64 below Red-figure amphora by the 
Nikon Painter, with a herm of Dionysos 
and an altar. 475-4S0 at 





1 



god himself. The cult of Bacchus involved a considerable supporting cast of 
human and mythical beings, the thhisos. VVe shall consider these participants in 
due course, since they are represented, often indulging in riotous and licentious 
behaviour, on Greek painted pottery and appear in other contexts up to the late 
Roman period. 

Representations of Dionysos himself in early vase-paintings scarcely convey 
the impression of a wild and orgiastic fertility deity. Even though his influence 
over the vine and other growing things clearly mark him as a fertility god. he is 
not himself depicted as ithyphallic. except very occasionally in the form of a herm 
(64). On black-figure pottery (b 3) he is shown as a dignified, bearded god wearing 
a long robe and crowned with vine leaves, retaining a solemn and restrained 
bearing however wild the cavortings of the followers who surround him. As time 
went on. this image of Dionysos changed someyvhat. and in Hellenistic and 
Roman times he had become a youthful beardless god. sometimes a little 
effeminate in bearing and more involved in the rites of his own worship, to the 
extent on occasion of being seen in a drunken state. The Bacchus of the 
.Mildenhall dish I 50) is a representation of the fourth century .vn. and shows this 
younger and more 'human' version of the god. though in this instance he remains 
a strikingly dignified figure. 

The members of the Bacchic entourage, the thiasos. encompassed a wide range 
of beings. The human female devotees were called Maenads. Bacchantes or 
Lenae. In their ecstatic intoxication they arc depicted in art dancing in an 
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abandoned manner, their heads thrown back and their hair disordered, 
sometimes waving aloft the torn portions of animals which they have 
dismembered in their frenzy. Musical instruments are often shown - 
tambourines, castanets, flutes. Another frequent attribute is the thijrsos. a staff 
topped with a large pine-cone, itself a symbol of fruitfulness. The thyrsos can be 
used by .Maenads to fend off the amorous advances of the satyrs and sileni who 
form one of the main non-human elements in the god's retinue. 

To distinguish between sileni and satyrs is a hopeless task: it is obvious that, 
though the origins of these two types of half-human beings were certainly diverse, 
during antiquity confusion grew up between them, and iconographic changes 
and development make it simpler to regard them as more or less the same. They 
are also confused with the god Pan. often in his plural form, and by late antiquity, 
probably also with Faunus. another plural god. Satyrs seem at first to have had 
goat-like characteristics, like the god Pan. while the sileni had the ears, tails and 
sometimes the hoofs, of horses. Both species were rural spirits who. being half¬ 
animal. were able to behave in ways which would not have been acceptable for 
humans. In effect, they embody the animal side of human nature, seen as a 
separate quality. Some representations have almost monkey-like faces, and until 
well into the Roman period, satyrs are often shown with coarse snub noses and 
animal ears. They were lustful beings, constantly chasing nymphs, mortal 
women and even goddesses, their intentions obvious from their sexually aroused 
state. Their genitals are usually represented as altogether larger than those of 
humans. Vase-paintings commonly depict them as failing to achieve their sexual 
ends, being successfully fought off by indignant females of various human, divine 
and other species. They tend to succeed best with quadrupeds such as deer and 
goats, to whom they are. of course, closely related - compare the famous 
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Herculaneum Pan ( i ). This lack of sexual success is a feature of the entertaining 
aspect of satyrs: though they could, surely, be frightening on occasion, they are 
seen mainly as amusingly incompetent, idle and greedy. Their presence is central 
to the Bacchic thiasos and to the development of drama, for the very earliest form 
of dramatic performance in the service of Dionysos, the satyr-plays, featured 
human actors dressed as satyrs or sileni. 

By the time of the early Roman Empire, though the type of the satyr continued 
in the form of Pans or Fauns, the satyrs themselves had become somewhat tamer, 
handsome young men retaining only a small goat tail and perhaps a discreet pair 
of horns or pointed ears as a reminder of animal ancestry. Such satyrs are still 
present in fourth-century art. for example, on the Mildenhall dish again, or the 
gold buckle from the Thetford treasure (f)8). Pan himself is repeatedly shown as 
part of the Bacchic entourage, as is Silenos. the archetypal silen. Silenos. also 
called Papposilenos. had been the teacher of the young Dionysos, and in spite of 
his rumbustious behaviour possessed great wisdom and soothsaying powers: 
Faunus. it will be remembered, was also a god with the pow ers of a seer. Silenos 
frequently appears as a portly and inebriated figure, supported by helpful satyrs, 
or balancing precariously on the back of a donkey, an animal which is often 
present in the Bacchic circle. Other creatures which appear in art among 
Dionysiac scenes include the goat, naturally, deer, snakes and. above all. the 
panther, which is the close companion of the god himself. Sometimes a tiger 
appears, a reference to the god's sojourn in India. 

Another hybrid animal-human species which sometimes takes part in Bacchic 
acti\ity is the centaur. \'cry early illustrations of these combinations of horse and 
man provide them with a totally human forepart and the body and hindquarters 
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68 Bacchic themes survive into late- 
Roman times, exemplified here by a 
dancing satyr holding a bunch of grapes 
on a gold belt-buckle from the Thetford 
(Norfolkl treasure. Late fourth century vi) 


of a horse, but the classic type has a complete equine body, with the torso of a man 
rising from the horse’s shoulders. Though myths of centaurs stress their wild and 
untrustworthy behaviour, there is. as with Silenos, an element of wisdom and 
learning. The centaur Chiron was the teacher of many heroes, including Achilles. 

In addition to these beings, various nymphs and others formed part of 
Bacchus's entourage, and minor gods such as Priapus may on occasion be 
involved. The group as a whole exemplifies nature both in its rougher and its 
more graceful manifestations, all taking part in a celebration of life and growth. 
The survival of Bacchic worship into late-Roman times has already been 
mentioned, and in the period when Christianity had become the official and 
accepted religion it was one of the more important forms of paganism still 
practised: it did. after all. offer the kind of personal involvement which was 
lacking in the main Graeco-Roman pantheon. The Roman Bacchanalia were 
festivals of some importance, but it is the Greek festivals of Dionysos which most 
concern us here, particularly in the form in which they were celebrated in Attica, 
since it was in the context of these religious rituals that the Greek drama grew up. 

Four major Attic festivals of Dionysos are known: the rural, or lesser Dionysia. 
celebrated in December: the [xnaea, in January: the Anthesteria in February: and 
the most important of all. the City or great Dionysia, which took place for a whole 
week in the month Elaphebolion, March to early April. For this latter festival, held 
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as it was in the spring, there vv'ere generally many visitors from outside Athens 
itself: the earlier feasts had a more local character, as the weather was less 
suitable for travellers to make their way to Athens, especially by sea. 

The name of the Lenaea is connected with one of the names for Maenads, Lenae. 
Not a great deal is known of the nature of the festival, but dramatic performances 
certainly took place, and it is known that some of the plays by the greatest writer 
of Greek comedy. Aristophanes, were first performed at the Lenaea. The 
Anthesteria was a celebration of the vintage, at which the new wine was tasted. 
One of the days of the feast was called choes - ’jugs’, from the wine-jugs that were 
used. Miniature versions of these jugs were given to children, and examples of 
these have survived, decorated very often with scenes of children playing. 

The rural Dionysia were more directly concerned in the dev'elopment of the 
drama as part of the worship of Dionysos. Taking place as they did in the winter, 
the hope of fertility for the coming year was a part of their purpose, and the type of 
dance which was performed, the komos. had a markedly phallic character. 
Performers were dressed as satyrs, and an outsize model phallus was borne aloft 
by phaUopheroi (meaning phallus-bearers’) - while songs and revels took place. 
The dressing-up as satyrs is part of the basis for the more organised satyr-play, 
which is in turn the ultimate source of the true drama, tragedy as well as comedy. 
The dressing-up was not purely frivolous, but was also a religious experience, 
transforming the participants into part of the god’s thiasos. Actual plays were 
eventually performed at the rural Dionysia. but these remained an altogether 
more rustic festival than the great Dionysia as held at Athens. Music and dancing, 
as well as drinking, were essential features of the worship of Bacchus, and the 
hymns which were sung or chanted by choruses at these feasts had a special 
name, the dithyramb. Dithyrambs were performed competitively at the City 
Dionysia. somewhat in the manner, perhaps, of the proceedings at an eisteddfod. 

.As we have seen, the City Dionysia took place in Athens in the spring, and was 
attended by many visitors from other areas of Greece. The event was on a scale 
which required elaborate bureaucratic organisation, lasting a week and 
involving as many as a thousand active participants, not to mention the 
spectators; the theatre of Dionysos in Athens probably accommodated an 
audience of about iq.ooo. Though the precise form of the celebrations varied 
o\'er the years, and the length of the festival had to be curtailed on occasion owing 
to war, certain features were constant. There were processions at the beginning 
which included a figure of the god borne aloft on a ship-cart, the carnirn tuivale. 
This later Latin name may be connected with the origin of the word ’carnival’ as 
well as with the carnival ’float’ itself. After the processions and the appropriate 
religious observances (e.g. sacrifices) the dithyramb competitions took place, 
performed by choruses of fifty each from the ten tribes. The dramatic competitions 
came next, first the comedies and then three tetralogies, sets of three tragedies, 
each followed by a satyr-play. All this was financed by patrons called choreyoi. 
’chorus-leaders’: they were wealthy citizens selected for this expensive and 
compulsory honour by the archon. the chief magistrate for the year. 

Both plays and dithyrambs were adjudicated, and prizes were awarded to the 
victorious choruses and poets: the poets’ prizes were a bull for the first place, an 
amphora of wine for the second, and a goat for the third, all clearly connected 
with the worship of Dionysos which was the raison d'etre for the whole ev ent. 
Because the relatively few surviving plays have had such an enormous influence 


86 



on the course and development of European literature, it can be difficult to 
remember that the original reason for this combination of literary festival and 
mass entertainment was in fact religious. The religious element was already 
diminished by the Roman period, and the drama was increasingly seen as one of 
many forms of entertainment. 

It is not necessary for our purpose to consider in detail the architecture of Greek 
and Roman theatres and the differences between the Greek and the Roman, but 
the general form has to be known before one can fully understand the nature of 
the performances which took place in them. The overall appearance of an ancient 
theatre is probably fairly familiar to most people, if only because many of these 
impressive sites still survive, some in sufficiently good condition to be used for 
dramatic performances still. The rising tiers of seats were, where possible, set into 
a hillside to minimise the amount of building. The spectators, sitting on cushions 
on their stone seats, looked down from the open-air auditorium on to a stage with 
an open area, the orchestra (‘dancing-place’) in front of it. The details of the skene. 
the stage, varied, and though they are not precisely known, scholars of the subject 
are able to infer a good deal from the plays themselves and from some illustrations 
in vase-paintings and. later, from Roman wall-paintings in buildings. Some 
surviving Roman theatres, such as those at Orange and at Sabratha (Libya) still 
ha\'e clear traces of an elaborate multi-storied stage building. Scenery was used, 
and there were certain forms of machinery for special effects - an arrangement 
which could change the scene, like a revolving stage, and a hoist which could 
bring characters on in mid-air. useful for moments of divine intervention in the 
action. 

In spite of this, it must not be thought that realism was the quality striven for in 
Greek drama. On the contrary, the structure of Greek plays was very formalised, 
showing clear evidence of their ritualistic origins. Only three or. at most, four 
actors were permitted. This could mean that each actor might play several roles, 
perhaps of very different kinds. The chorus (whose leader also had a speaking 
part, though he was not counted as one of the actors) played a major part. As well 
as being involved in the action, the chorus kept the audience informed of events 
which took place off-stage, and performed songs and dances relevant to the play. 
This arrangement in itself gives a feeling of ritual to the proceedings, as anyone 
can confirm who has seen a Greek drama performed with reasonable faithfulness 
in modern times. It is. however, no more extraordinary than the structure of a 
modern opera or musical comedy, though to us it seems a strange form for 
tragedy. 

The actors (there were, of course, no actresses) wore garments which helped to 
make them clearly visible to the large audience, many of whom were a 
considerable distance away from the stage: padded robes, built-up boots and 
masks, the latter clearly indicating the nature of the drama, comedy or tragedy, 
and the type of character portrayed. There were stock masks, but individual ones 
were also sometimes used in comedy, specially made to resemble a public figure 
known to the audience and thus underline a satiric point of the dramatist's. The 
comic and tragic masks remain a universally understood symbol of drama two- 
and-a-half millennia after they were introduced. The satyr players were likewise 
masked to resemble the beings they portrayed, with snub noses and long beards: 
they also wore special loin-cloths designed to complete the satyr image, furry or 
spotted like an animal’s pelt, and equipped with the essential attributes of a tail 




(Sy Red-figure cup by Makron The figure 
IS of a satyr-player rather than a 'real' 
satyr, wearing a lom-cloth incorporating a 
phallus and tail. soi)-47S Bc 


behind and an artificial phallus made of leather in front. Examples of these satyr 
players, easily distinguishable from 'real' satyrs in mythological scenes, can be 
found on some vase-paintings (69). 

In its earlier phases of development, the actors taking male parts in comedy also 
wore artificial genitals of noteworthy proportions, together w'ith a bulbously 
padded body clothed in a very short tunic, and the grotesquely grinning mask. 
The name ‘comedy’ is derived from the komos. the dance of the Bacchic revellers, 
and the plays take over much from their slapstick improvisations and phallic 
songs. .Many of the passing comments and allusions in surviving plays belonging 
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70 A mosaic showing actors m a satyr- to the period of Old Comedy are fully comprehensible only if the impropriety of the 

play. From the House of the Tragic Poet at characters' clothing and their exaggerated sexual attributes are borne in mind. 

Plays of this genre were taken via the Greek colonies to Italy, and though they 
ev entually developed in different ways from the comedy of Greece, the costumes 
were similar. The Italian popular comedy is often illustrated on South Italian 
painted pottery. 

The outstanding poet of Old Comedy was Aristophanes, elev'en of whose plays, 
from a total of perhaps forty, hav^e surviv'ed. He lived from about 4^0 bc to about 
385, a period which was marked by the long-drawn-out Peloponnesian War. in 
which there was constant strife between Athens and the other Greek states. This 
fact makes some characteristics of Old Comedy all the more remarkable. The 
comic plays of this period did not consist solely of knockabout fun and coarse 
jokes, though they certainly contained these elements in profusion: there was 
parody, for example, of tragedies and. above all. there was a very strong element 
of satire. Comedy could, in fact, be made to convey messages every bit as serious 
as those of tragedy, though packaged in a lighthearted manner. Satire which 
involves outspoken criticism of the government and the conduct of a war while 
that war is actually in progress sounds a very dangerous thing, and it is a measure 
of Athenian democracy in the fifth century bc that such satire was acceptable. 

Probably the best known of Aristophanes' plays is his Liisistrata. first performed 
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at the Lenaea in 411 bc. at a time of tense military impasse between Athens and 
Sparta. While the sexual jokes and references in other comedies can to some 
extent be bowdlerised. leaving the plot more or less intact. Lifsistrata is a prude's 
nightmare, as the whole plot is a sexual joke. Aristophanes imagined a situation 
in which the women of Greece. Spartans as well as Athenians, in their 
exasperation at the apparently endless war. decided to take matters into their own 
hands: under the leadership of the enterprising and determined Lysistrata. they 
deny their menfolk any sexual access until they conclude a peace treaty. The 
theme is full of opportunities for coarse jokes and for slapstick, with two choruses 
of old men and old women respectively taking a lively part in the action. There are 
repeated references to the pathetically frustrated condition of the men. which 
would have been graphically illustrated by the nature of the costume. Bawdy is 
being used here on at least three levels, though the first was probably too basic to 
the form to have been considered consciously by the poet: in the first place, the 
phallic element in comedy was part of the religious rite to which the whole festival 
v\ as dedicated. Dionysos being a fertility deity. This was exemplified in the form of 
the costumes, derived from the komasts and satyrs. Secondly, the sexual element 
was funny, and was meant to be enjoyed as pure humour: thirdly, the whole was 
intended to illustrate a serious point, and in the circumstances a politically 
delicate one - iiisistnita criticises warfare in general, and the conduct of the 
current war in particular. 

Comedy continued to change and develop, and in the succeeding century the 
outstanding poet of the phase known as New Comedy was Menander (c. ^4 ^ - 
c. 292 BC). The themes become less concerned with political satire and more with 
daily life, certain stock characters being used repeatedly. The openly indecent 
element also declines, and the costumes of the Old Comedy survive only to a 
minor extent in the garb of certain characters such as slaves and rustics. Much 
later, in the Roman Empire, there were certainly forms of entertainment which 
were blatantly sexual, but they were not combined with plays of genuine literary 
merit. This combination, of outrageous bawdy and poetic genius, can only flower 
now and then, and Athens in the fifth century bc was one of those rare occasions. 
There are echoes of the comedy, perhaps, even on provincial Roman pottery in 
the first and second centuries .ad. In 17 we see a figure-type which occurs on 
decorated samian ware at that period and which seems to depict not so much a 
satyr as someone dressed as a satyr, for the exaggerated phallus can hardly be a 
natural one. 

The Greek comedy and the related forms of drama in Italy can be seen to have 
contained throughout a very powerful element of bawdy, which was not merely 
acceptable to the audiences and the authorities, but essential. The analogy with 
Shakespearean drama is a striking one. From the plays and the illustrations on 
pottery and in terracottas one can gain some idea of what the audiences found 
funny, and perhaps extend this knowledge to other objects which we suspect may 
ha\ e been intended to amuse. It is not always easy to enter into the humour of 
other cultures, even contemporary ones, so it could well be that some of the 
objects which I shall go on to discuss, in the belief that they were visual sexual 
jokes, may have had some hidden and more weighty purpose. It is certain that 
some of them had. like the comedy itself, a dual purpose, and were, for instance, 
articles of use as well as amusement. 

In our discussion of apotropaic objects and deities such as Priapus in previous 
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~ I A band of somewhat boisterous satyrs 
on a t up from the circle of the 
\ikosthenes Painter. One satyr is 
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chapters, we have seen that phallic representations were considered amusing as 
well as lucky, and of course the attitude shown in Old Comedy fully confirms this. 
U'e can return first to the satyrs themselv^es. and the numerous representations of 
their often ill-fated sexual activities which appear on black-figure and red-figure 
vases. 

There is more than one representation of a satyr using his erect organ as a 
convenient hook on which to hang some article - in one case the container for 
the pipes which he is playing. The revelling satyrs on the splendid wine-cooler 
(^) include one in their number who has an even more impressive trick: he is 
balancing a wine-cup on the tip of his phallus. The numerous illustrations which 
show satyrs being repulsed by Maenads and others, such as 20. were also 
undoubtedly considered entertaining. The tendency of satyrs to try anything, 
sexually speaking, is nicely exemplified on the cup in 71, where one member of 
the roistering band is making a hopeful, and perhaps slightly doubtful, approach 
to one of the two distinctly remote-looking sphinxes which Hank the scene. It 
seems likely that this satyr will have to resort ultimately to the same form of 
gratification as his colleague in 72, which shows two sides of the same black- 
figure vessel. The theme of masturbation does not appear to be very common, 
though there are quite a few vase-paintings depicting women wielding very large 
dildoes: since this is not a very realistic concept of female masturbation, it seems 
likely that they are hetairai laying on a particular type of entertainment for their 
clients. Whether the theme was considered funny is not entirely clear, though 
most satyr activities can be interpreted in this way. The painting in 73 is a 
somewhat different case, however, as the figures are definitely men rather than 
satyrs. 
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bldck-Hgure cup by the Amasis Painter. 

S ?()-S20 Be 


Notwithstanding the powerfully apotropaie function of the phallus alone, it 
seems likely that many of the objects which were intended as charms may also 
have been considered amusing, such as the animal-phallus tintinnabula. At the 
same time, phallic themes were considered appropriate in a funerary context: the 
oil-tlask (74) is a type not infrequently found in graves, yet it seems likely that the 
conceit of making a whole pottery vessel in the form of a set of male genitals can 
hardly have been a wholly solemn one. Likewise, the cup with genitalia instead of 
a pedestal base (76) must have raised a laugh with the guests at any dinner-party 
where it was used, but the eye motif is also present in the decoration, so that the 
apotropaie idea is not far away. The dividing line between apotropaie function 
and humour is far from clear. 

Turning from Greece to Rome, there are naturally many possible and definite 
examples of sexual humour in the wealth of material from Pompeii. The famous 
and very beautiful bronze tripod supported by three markedly ithyphallic young 
satyrs may be an example. Also well known are several terracotta bowls in a form 
very reminiscent of a comic mask with a huge, gaping mouth (75). Within the 
bowls are phalluses. sometimes winged, modelled in the round. The precise use of 
these bowls is uncertain, but one plausible suggestion is that they are bird-bowls. 
The similarity of these to masks is a reminder that there are many grotesque 
representations in Roman times, as in Greek, which are possibly or certainly 
connected with the theatre, and which are often combined with phallic motifs - 
grotesque heads in terracotta, for example, in which a wart-like feature on the 
forehead is developed into a phallus form, or representations of phallus-nosed 
beings (77). 

The theme of the personified phallus has already been discussed, but one 
example illustrated here seems to go beyond an apotropaie interpretation 1 78). It 
is a provincial Roman product, a colour-coated pottery beaker probably made in 
the Peterborough area. Other vessels of this type sometimes have decoration of 
several phalluses surrounding them and they can probably simply be regarded 
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as good-luck charms, but comparison of this with another product of the same 
industry suggests that it has at least an element of parody about it. The technique 
of decoration is called barbotine, and consists of piping the decoration freehand on 
to the pot using a thick slip of clay, v'ery much in the manner of decorating a cake 
with piped sugar icing. The technique is a formidably difficult one. and the degree 
of skill in its execution shown by the potters of Roman Britain and Gaul is 
impressive. The scenes most commonly depicted are hunting scenes with animals 
- hounds chasing deer, and so on. Human figures are more difficult to represent, 
and occur less often. Illustration 79 is a pot of this type with a circus scene on it 
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of four racing chariots; even the characteristic costume of the charioteers is 
carefully shown. The chariots drawn by phalluses on the other beaker are 
obviously a direct parody of this, and the charioteer has become a naked female 
figure. The whole thing can be nothing other than an elaborate visual joke. 

One assumes that the same is true of yet another Romano-British pot of the 
same type (80). The scene here is a very sexually outspoken one. and at first sight 
should perhaps belong in a later chapter amongst the strictly erotic 
representations. It seems to me. however, that the gross exaggeration of the 
scene, the disembodied phallus clasped by the female character, and the fact that 
the male protagonist is, as it were, anticipating the point of the encounter, all 
suggests that the picture is not to be taken seriously, but is simply supposed to 
cause merriment in the observer. It is hard to say how common such vessels were, 
since it is only in fairly recent years that a find of this kind would be likely to 
become generally known at all. but there cannot have been a great number, if 
only because a product like this would have taken up a good deal of the potter's 
time, and would therefore probably have been relatively expensive. 

There may be many more examples of sexual depictions which would have 
been enjoyed as entertainment by the Greeks and Romans, but it is difficult for us 
to be sure of identifying them correctly. It is also hard to imagine quite the nature 
of their reaction as opposed to our own. because it seems likely that there is a 
different quality to sexual humour in an atmosphere where sex can have the very 
serious and religious connotations which we have already considered. Amongst 
other things, this state of affairs gives rise to a degree of familiarity with sexually 
explicit images which is quite foreign to our culture. 

In this and the two preceding chapters we have considered various types of 
sexual images connected with religious ritual, with the drama which developed 
out of one particular religious cult, or which were for good luck or light 
entertainment. In the past such images have been classed as obscene and even 
today are still regarded in some circles as improper. The question of what 
constitutes obscenity is difficult to answer, and the scope of this book does not 
allow for discussion of its legal definition: the subject could occupy many volumes 
- and has done - without coming to a satisfactory conclusion. Most modern 
definitions, however, do require some intent to arouse sexual feeling, though 
obviously modern definitions do not have to contend with the problem of sexual 
arousal as a religious act. 

If we regard all representations of sexual acts and organs for any purpose 
whatsoever as improper and indecent, then certainly some of the objects so far 
discussed would fall into such a category. If, on the other hand, we feel that there 
should be some distinction made between a religious ritual, a medical diagram, 
and an image intended to inflame sexual appetite for its own sake, then nothing so 
far discussed falls into that last category. That some of the representations, and 
indeed, the religious rituals themseh es. may have given rise to sexual activity is 
not the point: none ol the images we have looked at was primarily intended to 
arouse sexual excitement for its own sake in the beholder (though, perhaps, with 
the type of decoration mentioned immediately above, we are coming very near to 
this). It is our problem, rather than that of our ancestors in classical times, that we 
may find it difficult to detect any distinction of purpose between a good-luck 
pendant in the form of a stylised male organ, or a religious image, and a picture of 
a couple making love. 
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21 left A Roman marble relief of Leda and 
the Swan. This type of image, with an 
overwhelmingly large and powerful swan, 
stresses the fact that the animal is in fact 
Zeus in one of his many manifestations 


22 below A marble relief showing part of a 
Dionysiac procession. Roman. 










2 j Detail of a Roman marble 
sarcophagus, with a female Pan and a 
Pan-headed herm. Second half of the 2nd 
century ad 
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24 A painting, part of a complete series, 
from the Villa of the Mysteries at Pompeii, 
showing flagellation as a religious rite, ist 
century bc 
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H r lejt A scene of a man titillating a 
young boy. from a red-tigure cup by the 
Brygos Painter 500-4,-5 bc 

K2 below A red-tigure cup by Peithmos. 
showing men and youths courting. Late 
bth century bc 


We have seen that a great many representations of sexual subjects in Greek and 
Roman art were intended primarily to serve religious or. at the very least, 
superstitious purposes, and were not meant to be sexually arousing as such. 
There is another category of material which can. in contrast, be defined as truly 
erotic. Many of the images of sexual activity are undoubtedly intended for 
titillation, and are therefore erotic in the full sense of the word. I am regarding 
scenes of courtship and actual copulation, when neither in an obviously religious 
framework, nor obviously humorous (as would be the case, for instance, in scenes 
involving satyrs) as falling into the category of real eroticism. Naturally, not 
everyone will agree in detail with particular examples: there may be scenes which 
I shall include in this chapter or the next which some would say belong under 
religion or humour, as well as some in other chapters which will be thought to be 
purely erotic. The test which I am trying to apply is not so much whether the 
scene may be sexually exciting - the definition of this is extremely personal - but 
whether some non-erotic element is of major importance in the image. In the next 
chapter. I shall deal with illustrations of heterosexual love making, but first we 
shall consider minority sexual interests and practices. In both cases, there will be 
occasional religious connotations, since deities and mythological beings were 
supposed to engage in a variety of sexual activities, and these are often illustrated. 

Our main category in this chapter of'minority' sex is homosexuality. It is well 



99 


! 

I 






I GO 



K 1 Black-tigure vase with a homosexual 
courting scene. Mid-6th century Bc 


known that this orientation was acceptable in ancient Greek society in a way 
which has certainly not been the case in most Christian communities, but its 
acceptability was far from simple and uncomplicated, and the way in which it is 
illustrated in Greek vase-paintings at least partially bears this out. The subject has 
been dealt with at length, using both literary and artistic evidence, in K.J. Dover's 
Greek Homosexuality, yet many unanswered questions remain. The type of 
relationship described by Professor Dover, and illustrated on black-figure and red- 
figure Attic pottery, is strictly between an adult male and a youth, not between 
men (or youths) of similar age. This type of homosexual relationship was fully 
accepted; indeed, it was apparently expected in some circumstances. It seems to 
have been considered perfectly normal for adult men to be deeply affected by the 
physical beauty of boys and adolescents, but the relationship between the man- 
and-youth couples which developed from this was very formalised, and there 
were rituals to observe. The literature and vase-paintings bear out the convention 
that the older lover (Dover uses the Greek words, erastes for the lover, eromenos for 
the youthful beloved) desired, and hoped to achieve, a sexual relationship, but the 
eromenos merely tolerated this, without deriving any direct physical or emotional 
satisfaction from it. The older man was able to confer various benefits on his 
young protege - gifts, perhaps some social status, education in various fields: very 
much the kind of thing a father can give his son. or a teacher his pupil. The price 
the boy paid was the sexual attachment. The vase-paintings depict the youths 
submitting with a stoical and distant expression, and with a total lack of physical 
reaction, to the lovemaking of their older friends (83). 

While accepting that in the peculiar circumstances of Athenian society at this 
period (the sixth to fourth centuries bc) young men may have been glad of the 
affection and guidance of adults of their own sex. because there was a lack of a 
warm family environment, and because the intelligence and potential social role 
of women was grossly underestimated, and while noting, too. that various forms 
of patronage were normal and widespread in the ancient world, it seems all the 
more curious that, having accepted the affection and closeness of an older man. a 
youth could submit to actual sexual love without responding in kind. Most 
adolescent males are rather easily sexually aroused, and if the young eromenos felt 
a genuine affection for his lover, it seems somewhat unlikely that he could remain 
sexually unmoved and indifferent in his embrace. One wonders whether the vase- 
paintings here are depicting an ideal form of behaviour, a kind of approved 
etiquette for homosexual relations, rather than the normal state of affairs. 

The paintings often show men presenting gifts in the courtship of their 
sometimes reluctant youths: animals such as cockerels and hares seem to have 
been especially favoured. In one of the scenes on the vase in 2 7, one of the gifts is 
the unwieldly one of a cockerel (one of the boys in this group does apparently 
show some degree of sexual response, but this is unusual). The initial approaches 
recorded generally consist of the man touching the face and genitals of the youth, 
while the latter often tries to keep him at arm's length, displaying perhaps a 
becoming and 'maidenly' modesty. If consummation is achieved, it is normally 
intercourse in a standing position, the man's penis between the youth's thighs. 
Anal intercourse is not very commonly shown, either in homosexual or 
heterosexual activities: I do not agree with Dover's interpretation of the many 
vase-paintings featuring male-female coitus from behind, in which he claims anal 
penetration is intended, but we shall discuss this more fully in the next chapter. 
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It is hardly surprising that in a society in which women were so underrated and 
the qualities of the male athlete and warrior so prized, that this form of 
homosexual behaviour should be tolerated. There seems to be little indication, 
however, of the attitude towards homosexual love between adults. The vase 
paintings show far more sexual activity between men and women than between 
men and youths, and apparently none between adult males. It was important for 
the Greek state that men should marry and engender children, so that from this 
point of view alone adult homosexual couples would have been failing in their 
duty as citizens. Nevertheless, the complete understanding of the physical 
attraction of male to male must surely have made tolerance of this orientation far 
greater than it has been in more recent societies. Though perhaps disapproved of 
in some circumstances, it would have been impossible for male homosexuality to 
have been regarded with the hysterical and senseless disgust and loathing which 
some Christians have accorded it. 

Evidence of homosexuality in Roman art is relatively slight. Out of the scores of 
figure-types from pottery lamps which depict sexual scenes, there seems to be only 
one with a homosexual theme, and that is probably satirical. In other forms of 
decorated pottery. Arretine ware produces one or two homosexual scenes of the 
delicacy and elegance usual in the best period of this ware: similar examples 
exist in silver. Erotic scenes on Arretine normally show heterosexual couples at 
symposia (parties of a kind we shall discuss further on), and the homosexual 
groups are precisely parallel to the more usual heterosexual ones. Both the 
art of the Augustan period, when Arretine was made, and the concept of the 
symposium were consciously hellenising. so this, too. may be a factor in the 
treatment of homosexual themes. There is one figure-type recorded on South 
Gaulish samian ware of the late first century ad which appears to show anal 
intercourse between males, but it is excessively rare. U’hatever the attitude to 
homosexuality, it was not a focus of interest to the decorators of pottery, or 
presumably the buyers, in the way that heterosexual behaviour was. The subject 
is mentioned as a matter of course in some writings, for example Suetonius's lives 
of the Caesars, or Petronius's Satyricon. Hadrian, an emperor who had a deep 
admiration for all things Greek, was able openly to mourn the death of his 
beautiful young friend Antinous, name cities after him. and set up a cult in his 
honour: it is true that the behaviour of an emperor could be criticised only with 
caution, and at some risk, but even so the impression that comes over is that a 
homosexual or bi-sexual orientation was not a cause for any great excitement, 
that it was accepted as a taste which could be indulged, like any other, in a 
restrained way or a licentious one according to character. If this was the case, it 
demonstrates one area at least in which the Romans were notably more civilised 
than ourselves. 

Female homosexuality seems largely to be ignored in both Greek and Roman 
representations. It is true that a number of vase-paintings depict women 
brandishing oUsboi (dildoes), but this is likely to have been for the entertainment 
of males: there is no need for such equipment between female lovers, though most 
men would like to think there is. The life of respectable women in Greece must 
have been conducive at the very least to strong emotional attachments between 
women, and it seems fair to assume that actual lesbianism may have been not 
uncommon. The fact that it is not mentioned in such contexts as Aristophanes’ 
Lysistrata is irrelevant, since the heterosexuality, and consequently the 
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frustration of the women as well as the men. is part of his dramatic purpose. The 
very term 'lesbian' is of course derived from the island of Lesbos, the home of the 
poet Sappho, who is thought of as the archetype of the homosexual woman. 
Sappho, who lived in the early sixth century bc. was highly regarded as a poet in 
her own time, and may have stood in a relationship to certain chosen and gifted 
young women similar to that of Socrates to his young men - a mentor and 
inspiration. The poetry which survives is far too fragmentary for the full story to 
be known, though it certainly includes some of the most telling descriptions of 
physical passion, and it is fair to say that those in later periods, during which more 
of her work was still extant than today, regarded her as homosexual. 

In Rome there was again relatively little interest in female love-life when not 
angled towards men. and the general conclusion which presents itself is that the 
female sub-culture was simply not of sufficient interest to the predominantly male 
artists and writers for them to trouble to chronicle it. It is interesting that some 
other periods, in particular the nineteenth century, though just as male- 
orientated. found the thought of sexual activity between women intriguing and 
stimulating where the Greeks and Romans evidently found it boring. Perhaps this 
is due to the altogether more prurient attitude towards sex in recent times, but it is 
a curious contrast. This is not to say that descriptions of lesbian lovemaking in 
Victorian pornography are either sensitive or realistic: they are not. Whatever the 
reasons, images of female homosexual behaviour appear to be virtually absent 
from Greek and Roman art. Dover illustrates a vase-painting which depicts one 
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woman touching another in the genital region, and considers that it could 
indicate a sexual relationship between two hetairai, but though it certainly shows 
a degree of intimacy, it does not seem to have the air of a love-scene. 

Before moving on to the other main 'minority' sexual theme which is 
illustrated by openly erotic illustrations, there are one or two areas of mythology 
which can, perhaps, best be treated here. One of these concerns the mythical 
being called Hermaphrodite, who is quite frequently represented in the visual 
arts, especially in the Hellenistic period. The name is a combination of Hermes 
and Aphrodite, but the history of the being, who can scarcely be called a deity, is 
obscure. One myth has it that he was originally a handsome youth who fell in love 
with a nymph, and became so inextricably unified with her as to form a single 
being of dual sex. This is a mythological expression of an urge familiar enough to 
lovers. 

Hermaphrodite is represented in art as a figure with a feminine face, well 
developed breasts and hips, and male genitalia. The concept which is embodied 
here could be mystical in part, arising from the belief that the striving of the two 
sexes towards each other reflects an original creation in which both sexes were 
incorporated in each individual; more practically, it illustrates the actual 
existence in each person of male and female characteristics. Then again, the 
reasons for depicting such a creature could be more frivolous, and in some Roman 
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art there are many light-hearted scenes in which an eager satyr or Pan uncovers 
what he takes to be a luscious sleeping nymph, only to start back nonplussed at 
the unexpected sight of the sleeper’s penis. In yet other cases satyrs are shown 
enjoying very satisfactory sexual relationships with Hermaphrodite. The being 
does represent an ideal for certain male homosexuals, those who admire the 
general lines of the female body, but are distressed by the female genitals. 
Statuettes (86). paintings, and some fine-quality sculpture (85) exist devoted to 
the subject of this intersexed being, and there is tittle doubt that in the Hellenistic 
and early Roman periods at least, he was seen as an erotic figure, combining the 
physical beauties and attractions of both sexes. Classical art excelled in depicting 
monsters with elegance and conviction, and this is a particularly refined example 
of the genre. 

Another somewhat limited area of mythological eroticism concerns a rare, but 
not unique, type which shows a sleeping man ravished by a Siren, a mythical 
creature with a woman's body but the wings and legs of a bird. The marble relief 
which is illustrated (87) is not the only example known, since the scene also 
occurs on a lamp. It may be a reference to some myth or story now lost to us, or it 
could be symbolic of erotic dreams, as in the case of the medieval succubus, an evil 
spirit who seduced sleeping men. In any case, it must be seen as a strongly erotic 
composition. 

No doubt there may be other themes which could be included here, but there is 
one major one to which we must turn before we go on. in the next chapter, to 
examine the erotic art which is based on ordinary heterosexual lovemaking. 
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Though homosexuality is still offensive to many people, a more enlightened 
attitude is certainly developing. Bestiality is a very different matter, and sexual 
relationships between humans and other species may seem to many of us 
something extraordinarily perverse and depraved, connected perhaps mainly 
with rustics of sub-normal intelligence, and in any case grossly unfair to the 
innocent members of other animal species which may be involved. 

The situation is not quite so clear in classical art, because the mythological 
implications are so complex. We have seen in an earlier chapter how the animal 
attributes of various deities were important in their worship and, furthermore, 
the Greek tendency to envisage a range of hybrid beings which combine the 
characteristics of an animal and a human leads to such activities as satyrs or Pan 
mating with goats and deer, behaviour which cannot be more than fifty per cent 
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bestial for the perpetrators. Centaurs, carrying off mortal women and nymphs 
with lustful intent are, after all. half-human themselves: though the standard 
type of centaur in art has his sexual organs at the equine rather than the human 
end of his body, very early centaurs were human even in this respect. For such 
hybrids, w’e should make excuses for some sexual confusion, and remember, too. 
that the activities of satyrs and centaurs were frequently recorded for 
entertainment. There is a marked shortage of females of these species, and forays 
into the realms of mortal and divine women by the males are hardly surprising. 

Still in the realms of mythology, we turn to the activities of Zeus (Jupiter), the 
highest of the Olympian gods. Zeus developed frequent enthusiasms for females 
other than Hera, his consort, and often carried them through to a successful 
conclusion in somewhat bizarre ways. His seductions naturally form the subject 
of many visual representations, not only in antiquity, but also in the Renaissance 
and later. The story of Leda was especially popular at all periods, and the image of 
a woman embraced by a swan was clearly considered an acceptably subtle form of 
eroticism in times which would have rejected many of the more direct depictions 
\A'e have seen here. 

The story of Leda is complicated: as in so many myths, there are many 
conflicting versions, but it is agreed that she was the mother of the divine twins 
Castor and Pollux and of Helen. Which of these offspring were fathered by Leda's 
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husband Tyndareus and which by Zeus in the guise of a swan, varies according to 
different sources. As they were all allegedly conceived on the same night, the 
confusion is understandable. In some v'ersions. Leda's semi-divine children 
hatched from eggs, which seems to point very clearly at the swan rather than the 
human father. 

The idea of a human in the embrace of a bird does not at first thought seem 
especially stimulating, since avian copulation is normally simply a matter of 
pressing two orifices together; it is perhaps somewhat altered by the realisation 
that swans are one of only four families of birds (the others are ducks, geese, and 
the group which includes ostriches, emus and cassowaries) which possess an 
intromittent organ - to all intents and purposes, a penis. Leda’s experience was 
therefore much the same as any mammalian coitus, and the erotic force of images 
such as the marble relief (21) or the lamp scenes (88, 89) is correspondingly 
heightened. Some ancient illustrations of Leda and the swan are relatively low- 
key, showing her sheltering a very tame and normal-sized swan in the folds of her 



S9 A Hne Athenian lamp ot the Roman 
period decorated v\ith Leda and the Sv\an 
First hall of the ^rd century ,\i) 



108 



drapery, but the relief illustrated here, which belongs to a standard type of 
antiquity, is a very powerful piece of work: the Jupiter-swan is of huge size, as 
befits a deity, and yet entirely a bird, grasping Leda’s neck in his bill as so many 
male animals do in mating. The swan in the lamp scene is less violent, but there is 
still an undeniable sexual force in the whole scene. One suspects that later artists, 
even ones as great as Leonardo, found the theme merely a pretty one, a mildly 
erotic idea (though Michelangelo’s Leda is certainly fairly abandoned to sensual 
pleasure), but the classical tradition contains a far more passionate strand. The 
poet Yeats recognised this in his poem on the subject. I have dwelt on the theme of 
Leda and the swan in some detail, partly because it is a very frequent image in 
classical art. and partly to illustrate how quickly, in seriously considering this 
myth of an animal-god overpowering a mortal woman, one forgets the initial 
reaction to the idea of ‘bestiality’. 

Zeus ravished other females in such sexually unsatisfactory forms as clouds 
and showers of gold, but his liaison with Europa was also in animal form, and 
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there are pictures from archaic to late-Roman times of the god carrying her off. in 
the form of a beautiful white bull. For some reason, after carrying Europa away to 
Crete. Zeus shifted shape yet again before completing his designs upon her. and it 
was in the form of an eagle that he consummated this particular affair. Whether 
this was a disappointment to Europa or a relief seems uncertain. The scenes of 
Europa and the bull are not. therefore, truly erotic in themselves, as they describe 
only the prelude to the sexual episode. 

While Leda’s relations with the swan clearly belong in the realm of mythology, 
there are a few other illustrations of sexual connection between species which do 
not: those shown here all occur on the discus scenes of Roman lamps, a rich 
source of erotic imagery. The Athenian lamp of the Roman period (90) is a 
particularly fine one. of the same type as one of the Leda lamps (89). It shows a 
woman on a bed with a small horse. There are similar scenes involving asses or 
mules, and dogs, all with women. One would suppose that bestiality as an actual 
sexual aberration is probably more common between human males and females 
of other species than between women and male quadrupeds, if only because it 
would be easier for a man to force another animal to submit to sexual penetration 
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than it would be for a woman to arouse a male animal sufficiently for the purpose. 
Yet a number of representations of women with animals on lamps are matched by 
only one figure-type of a man copulating with an animal (a donkey). The precise 
intention of these scenes is uncertain, and they may be humorous or satirical, 
though even if this is the case, one may suppose that they were also intended to be 
titillating. 

Groups such as this, especially where they involv^e women with horses or 
donkeys, should possibly be considered in relation to stories such as the Golden Ass 
of Lucius Apuleius. written in the second century .vd. Apuleius’s story is not 
original, and inferior versions by other authors survive, so the tale may be 
regarded as a well-known one in the Roman world. It is written in the first person, 
and is an account of Lucius’s metamorphosis into an ass. brought about by his 
meddling with witchcraft, and his eventual return to human shape through the 
aid of the goddess Isis. While Lucius is trapped in the body of a donkey, he has 
various adventures which include a torrid love-affair with an aristocratic woman. 
It is the lady who seduces him, but the liaison is described as being gratifying to 
both parties. Lucius’s owner, impressed by his amatory performance, decides to 
make money by exhibiting him in public, copulating with a condemned 
murderess (his mistress could not be expected to lower her social status by 
appearing in public in this manner). The shocked animal cannot face such 
degradation, and makes good his escape. It is reasonable to suppose that such 
public exhibitions did take place - there is no doubt that they have done in very 
recent times. To some men. the idea of connection between a woman and a male 
animal is apparently very exciting. In any case, scenes such as those on the lamps 
may at the very least refer to stories like the Golden Ass. 
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Another lamp scene somew hat remotely connected with the above depicts two 
animals of very different species copulating, a donkey mounting a lion. This is 
almost certainly straight parody, probably of the common image of a beast of prey 
overpowering an ass. goat or other unfortunate creature. There are also a few 
scenes of normal animal mating, such as the pair of birds in 94. These are at the 
most borderline eroticism, and perhaps better regarded as simple genre scenes. 

Before we leave this subject of minority sexual interests, it is worth mentioning 
one w hich is virtually absent in both tireek and Roman art. One of the most 
striking features of English pornography of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, both in written and graphic form, is the obsession with flagellation. It is 
a constantly recurring motif, and its acceptance contrasts strangely with the 
re\ ulsion aroused by male homosexuality in many of these works. Whipping is. of 
course, a feature of many religious practices, including some aspects of 
Christianity, and there is plenty of evidence that it formed part of many ancient 
religious rites. Furthermore, whipping as punishment, especially of disobedient 
sla\'es and children, was standard practice. There seems no obvious reason, 
therefore, why whipping as a sexual activity should not be as common in ancient 
art as it was in recent times. In fact, as an erotic motif, it appears to be absent from 
both Greek and Roman imagery. There is the occasional smack with a slipper on 
Greek painted pottery, and females often threaten importunate lo\ ers. above all 
satyrs, with weapons which happen to be to hand, but there is nothing in the 
purely sexual range of behaviour to compare with the carefully selected and 
enthusiastically wielded bundles of birch twigs which so inspired X'ictorian 
voluptuaries. There was plenty of non-sexual violence in Roman life and indeed in 
Greek, but recent times have not been deficient in this respect. Perhaps one should 
conclude that a repressive attitude to sexuality is particularly conducive to this 
taste, combining pleasure and punishment in a w ay which satisfies both the 
desire and the guilt. The more natural and hearty approach of antiquity is a 
refreshing contrast. 
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We have now arrived at the major category of truly erotic illustrations on Greek 
and Roman artefacts, those which, without any religious, humorous or satirical 
intent, depict sexual activ'ities between heterosexual couples. As in the case of 
some of the scenes discussed in the previous chapter, it is very often entirely a 
matter of personal judgement whether any giv'en image is intended solely for 
erotic enjoyment, or whether it may have some other meaning. If we are to draw 
any conclusions of interest from the types of scene represented, we have to 
consider factors such as the apparent feelings of the characters shown by the 
ancient artists: some of our impressions may well be mistaken, but they are worth 
recording provided nobody regards them as proven facts, but as opinions. 

Scenes of heterosexual intercourse are fairly common in Greek and Roman art. 
though the Greek evidence is almost entirely on painted pottery, a fact which has 
certain social and other implications. In the case of Roman material, erotic 
decoration occurs on a range of objects broadly similar to that which we have 
already seen, decorated ceramics in particular. We know that in antiquity erotic 
scenes were sometimes the subject of paintings, but those which survive, all of 
them Roman, are not the work of celebrated artists. Erotic themes are also found 
in some Roman sculpture, terracotta figurines and lamps, and small bronze 
utensils such as mirrors and knife-handles. Though phallic motifs were common 
as personal ornaments because of their lucky qualities, jewellery with truly erotic 
decoration seems to be very rare: there are a few engraved gems with erotic 
scenes, though not as many as some of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
collectors would have us believe. Both portable paintings and wall-paintings are 
likely to have been used primarily in situations where they were especially 
apposite to the surroundings, but small articles of use like knives and lamps would 
hardly have been confined to some special circumstances if they had erotic 
decoration. One must inevitably conclude that scenes of lovemaking were 
acceptable in their own right. Objects such as mirrors and mirror-cases were for 
feminine use, but the material which is most commonly decorated with erotic 
subjects in an Athenian context would have been used mainly by men. The Attic 
painted pottery in question consists of vessels used in the service of wine, 
especially the kylix (pi. kylikes). the drinking-cup in the form of an elegant shallow 
bowl with a slender stem and two handles. Mixing-bowls, large wine-containers, 
jugs and wine-coolers are also vessels which can be decorated in this way. They 
would have been used at the type of party, the symposium, which is depicted in so 
many of the erotic paintings themselves. I shall shortly return to the subject of the 
symposium in greater detail. 

Erotic scenes which show human couples as opposed to mythological subjects 
occur in other cultures related to that of Greece: in the case of Etruscan examples, 
there is also a link with the later developments in Roman art. as there is, 
naturally, between Greek and Roman. There are sexual scenes in some Etruscan 
tomb-paintings, and carvings of this nature on stone sarcophagi, both funerary 
contexts. This implies some religious significance perhaps: we have already seen 
that the apotropaic power of the phallus may be invoked in connection with 
death, and this is probably related. While erotic scenes, like all representational 
subjects, are virtually absent from the art of the Iron Age Celts, appearing first in 
the Celtic areas during the Roman Empire, they do occur in a contemporary 
culture which has links both with the Celts and with Greek and Etruscan 
civilisation. The Iron Age inhabitants of the area round the head of the Adriatic - 
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north-eastern Italy. Austria and Yugoslavia - had a distinctive art style which is 
found on their decorated bronze sitiilae I wine-buckets I. These are richly 
ornamented in relief with friezes of animals, hunting and combat scenes, 
processions and banquets, all themes which are familiar enough in Greek art of 
the period. The banquet scenes occasionally include a couple on a bed. but 
whether the motif is meant simply as a domestic one. or has some ritual 
significance, it is impossible to say with our limited knowledge of these peoples. 
The situlae. like Greek painted pottery, would obviously have been used at 
convivial gatherings. 

The range of settings in which lovemaking is presented in Greek and Roman art 
is fairly wide, but it is not always easy to tell exactly how we should interpret 
them. Some give every impression of being purely domestic, illustrating sexual 
activity as an aspect of everyday life. As we shall see. this seems to be more 
common in Roman than in Greek contexts. At the other end of the scale are the 
objects which may depict sex as an entertainment for onlookers. Many Roman 
lamps with sexual scenes show dwarfs engaging in these activities (qbl. and it 
seems very likely that we have here a reference to public performances which 
uould have appealed to the rather jaded tastes of some sections of Roman society. 
It must be remembered that many Roman lamps bear pictures of other forms of 
public entertainment, especially gladiatorial contests, and we have seen that 
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some of the bestiality themes noted in the previous chapter may vi’ell also refer to 
staged performances. The proportions of many of the figures in the erotic types on 
lamps suggests that they are dwarfs (not children, as has occasionally been 
asserted): in many cultures, people with certain types of physical abnormality 
have best been able to earn their living in the world of entertainment, and dwarfs 
have tended to be especially popular in this respect. 

Perhaps the most important setting implied for sexual activities, at least on 
Greek pottery, is the symposium. Even here, there is a considerable range of 
context shown, from the single couple, confined in the small circular decorated 
field within the cup. to the painted frieze surrounding the vessel, which may 
depict an orgy with numerous participants. The Athenian symposium 
isymposion) was a drinking and talking-party which, according to circumstances, 
seems to have ranged from a philosophical discussion-group of the most 
intellectually exalted kind to a no-holds-barred drunken orgy. One of the 
important factors is that the Greeks, unlike the Romans, did not drink with their 
meals, so that wine-drinking became a separate activity, accompanied at the 
most by small snacks. It is true that the wine was heavily watered, hence the 
mixing-bowl or krater: both Greeks and Romans regarded the consumption of 
neat wine as the very mark of the barbarian, and sneered at people such as the 
Celts who practised it. Nevertheless, however generously diluted the wine may 
hav'e been, the evidence of the vase-paintings themselves confirms that on 
occasion, enough of it was consumed to render the guests very drunk indeed. 
Intoxication did not have the same stigma attached to it as has been usual in 
many later societies, perhaps partly because of the religious significance of 
drunkenness in the rites of Dionysos. One cannot help wondering if the 


S)6 .V lamp showing dwarfs in a 
lovemaking .scene, perhaps a public 
performance 1st century ad 



II9 



I)," A sjmposium scene depicted on a red- 
tijiure cup h> the Nikosthenes I'amter 
One ot the young men is holding a double- 
ended ohshos Idildol, and another of these 
obiects IS hanging on the uall hate hth 
century Be 


conversation at many symposia was as brilliant as the guests imagined at the 
time. 

Though the invited guests at a Greek symposium were all male, since 
respectable women were e.xcluded from this kind of social activity, as from so 
much else, females could be present in other capacities; entertainments were 
often provided, and vase-paintings show scantily clad or even completely naked 
flute-girls and dancers, as well as hetairai. who could take part in so many things 
denied to the Greek wife. Hetairai were not simply prostitutes - there is a separate 
word. pome, for the ordinary whore - but were women of some culture and 
education, often foreigners. They would have been able and e.xpected to take part 
in the conversation at such a party, but both they and the entertainers might 
eventually And themselves called upon to provide se.xual services to the men 
present. 

The equivalent Roman social gathering differed in many respects, even though 
wealthy Romans in consciously hellenising periods such as the early Empire 
probably liked to think that they were continuing a tradition and perpetuating all 
that was best in Greek culture. The influence of the Etruscans is almost certainly a 
major factor in the character of the Roman symposium. Romans of the 
Republican period, who often had a decidedly severe and puritanical approach to 
life, were fond of deploring the freedom of Etruscan women, who. amongst other 
forms of allegedly reprehensible behaviour, mixed socially with men and took 
part in banquets and parties, reclining on the festive couches with their male 
partners. However much early Romans deprecated this conduct, it became the 
norm in their own society. Cornelius Nepos. a writer of the first century BC. 
remarks that the main contrast between tireek and Roman women is that the 
former sit secluded in the interior parts of the house, while the latter accompany 
their husbands to dinner-parties. It is important to note that these gatherings, in 
spite of some heavy drinking, had now become dinner-parties rather than 
drinking-parties. Satirists such as Fetronius and Juvenal paint a grim picture of 
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some of these events, ranging from mere vulgar and ludicrous ostentation to 
disgusting excess, but while there must have been occasional justification for 
such a view, there is no reason to believe that such sordid parties were common. 
On the contrary, a Roman dinner-party at which both sexes mixed and 
conversed, as they did at its Etruscan forerunner, may seem more civilised to 
many modern tastes than the male-club atmosphere of the Athenian symposium, 
however tine the intellectual level of the latter may have been at its very best. It is 
easy to see that the male-dominated culture of \'ictorian Britain experienced in 
this, as in so many other things, a fellow-feeling with the Greeks and a certain 
discomfort in the presence of the Romans. 

If we now consider the actual scenes depicted on objects, we find that there are 
several ways of categorising them. The most obvious is to deal with them 
chronologically, but this scheme makes it more difficult to appreciate some of the 
interesting similarities and contrasts between Greek work and Roman, so I 
propose instead to start with the most restrained and low-key depictions of 
lovemaking, and move up to the more uninhibited and explicit. It may come as 
something of a surprise to many to find Roman art well represented in the former 
category and Greek in the latter: this is something to which I shall return later. 

In defining 'restrained' or 'low-key' erotic images. I am excluding those which 
show affection or love without a specifically sexual content. There are. for 
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loo A Gallo-Roman terracotta found at 
Bordeaux, of a couple in bed with their 
dog lying at their feet. 2nd century ad 


example. Roman terracotta figurines which are of a standing, fully clothed couple 
embracing and kissing, and there are also items of jewellery - rings and pendants 
- which are decorated with kissing couples. These, like the motif of a pair of 
clasped hands, refer to marriage or betrothal, and though they may be said to 
contain a potential erotic force, they differ from my first category, which may be 
defined as illustrations of specifically sexual situations incorporating love or 
affection as a definite part of the theme. A significant degree of artistic skill is 
required to depict sexual activity and still convey emotional elements. The 
observer's own judgement may also vary, and I can only indicate those images 
which seem to me to concern emotional as well as physical attraction. 

The first example is perhaps a borderline case, but if it is accepted, it must rank 
as one of the finest ancient expressions of eroticism, combining love and desire. It 
is a small pipeclay figurine (100) made in Gaul in the second century ad. and 
found at Bordeaux. It shows a couple in bed. with their pet dog curled up on the 
blanket at their feet, a thoroughly domestic scene. The fact that the pair are in 




bed. and that they are exchanging caresses, seems to justify the inclusion of the 
piece in the class of erotic representations. The great importance of this little 
model, the work of a Gallo-Roman artist, lies in the fact that it exhibits a tender¬ 
ness. realism and sensitivity which has no parallel and no equal in surviving 
Greek erotic art. We must not forget the bias of our sources, since the Greek 
material does not illustrate this domestic type of situation, but the fact that it is 
illustrated in provincial Roman art is striking in itself. 

Perhaps even more notable is the fact that this gentle and tender manner 
towards sexual themes is also seen on the class of Roman artefact which most 
closely parallels Greek painted pottery. Arretine pottery was made, like Attic 
painted ware, for use at the parties of the rich. It was manufactured during the 
early years of the Roman Empire, the best decorated ware belonging to the reign 
of the Emperor Augustus, and like all art of the Augustan period it displays 
ob\ ious signs of conscious hellenising. The technique of producing the low-relief 
ornament is one ol mass production, the figures being made as punches which 
were stamped into pottery moulds in which the final pots were formed. Provincial 
samian ware was made in the same way, but the use of the decorative motifs tends 
to be far more haphazard on the latter: Arretine bowls frequently have decorative 




themes which form a logical whole round the pot. perhaps a hunting scene or 
mythological tale, and sometimes a symposium scene showing couples reclining 
together on couches, as both Greeks and Romans did on such occasions. It is 
interesting to see that the Arretine tigure-types. mass-produced though they 
were, seem more subtle and graceful than many of the equivalent illustrations on 
Attic red-figure. This is probably due primarily to the exquisite workmanship of 
the Roman pottery, but one may also suspect that there was a real difference of 
atmosphere in the type of party being depicted. 

Erotic themes were frequently produced in the workshop of Marcus Perennius. 
the leading manufacturer of Arretine at its very best period. The consummate skill 
of the artist who made the Perennius figure-types was such that he could make it 
perfectly clear that actual lovemaking was taking place, while keeping the 
postures completely natural, with the genitals of the figures out of sight of the 
onlooker. This reticence is the result of realism and artistic skill rather than 
modesty, and is not usually found in other types of Roman ceramics which follow 
the Arretine tradition, or even in the work of Arretine workshops less outstanding 
than that of Perennius. 

Gaulish samian ware is one of these derivatives, and 105 is an example of an 
erotic type found on Central Gaulish work of the later second century .\d. over a 
hundred and fifty years later than the elegant creations of Marcus Perennius. The 
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104 A jug of Knidian relief-decorated 
ware with figure-types of lovers. 

Late ist-and century ad 


brilliant technique of the Arretine potter is lacking, and it is hard to judge whether 
the scene is intended to convey sexual enjoyment alone, or some emotional 
impact as well. The pose, though explicit and slightly awkward, does at least bring 
the faces of the two characters close, a convention which hints at some warmth of 
feeling. Samian ware is characteristic of the northern and western provinces of 
the Roman Empire, but at the same period, pottery with erotic scenes was being 
produced at the other end of the Empire; 104 illustrates a Knidian pottery jug 
(Knidos is in the area which is now Turkey), which is part of the same tradition 
and displays a degree of artistry about on a par with that of the Gaulish products. 

If we search for similarly affectionate motifs on Greek material, we find few. 
Probably one of the most gentle and expressive scenes is that on a small red-figure 
jug now in Berlin (34). This depicts a very young couple, gazing fixedly into each 
other's eyes: the youth is seated, and the girl is about to settle herself astride his 
lap. The way in which the lovers are isolated on the black background 
accentuates their concentration on each other. This is not a symposium scene, as 
far as we can see, but something more private and deeply felt. 

The young men and women in 31, on the other hand, are certainly at a 
symposium, but as in the Arretine bowls, it seems possible to sense something 
more than sexual excitement alone: the warmth of the embraces contrasts with 
the apparently rather perfunctory contacts so often seen in these paintings. The 
isolation of one couple can heighten the potential affection in an image, and as the 
Greek kylix usually has a circular area of decoration within the bowl, there are 
many such couples on the painted pottery. It is therefore surprising that so few of 
them seem to radiate the kind of warmth which is undeniably present in the 
Arretine figures. One of the factors may be eye-contact: it is easier to give an 
impression of attachment between two figures if they are looking at each other, 
yet even where they are (105, 106) the atmosphere conveyed is lively and 
cheerful rather than intense and emotional. The paintings within the kylikes 
seem to relate very definitely to the symposium scenes in the surrounding friezes, 
indicating a hearty enjoyment of sex for its own sake. 

Some of the communal activities depicted on Greek vases become hearty in the 
extreme, and in some cases they remind one of much Victorian pornography, 
which is often tremendously busy and energetic. The examples which go furthest 
in this direction are those, like 107 and 108. in which the women have to cope 
with more than one male each. As one might expect in these circumstances, these 
rather hectic conjunctions begin to look more like hard work than pleasure: even 
the men sometimes look serious almost to the point of gloominess, as on the 
beautifully painted vessel in the Louvre (no). There are occasional signs of 
unwillingness amongst the female participants: a crouching girl in an orgy scene 
by the Brygos painter (108) seems to be fending off her partner. 

It is possible that erotic pictures with this orgiastic element may be satirically 
intended, but it is very unlikely when one considers their use. They are far more 
likely to have been designed to inflame amorous feelings at the parties where the 
vessels were used, and we can therefore assume that they accurately reflect the 
kind of activity which upper-class Athenian men tended to find exciting. The 
subordinate role of the women seems very evident throughout, yet the paintings 
have a freshness and honesty which makes them very attractive. It is worth 
noting that, as in the case of the Arretine ware, this type of decoration was 
executed by some of the finest and most celebrated artists in the medium: it was 
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3 3 above A black-flgure stand, decorated 
with a pair of lovers. Second half of the 
6th century BC 

31 above left A red-figure vase by the 
Dikaios Painter, with a symposium scene 
Late 6th century BC 

32 left A Campanian red-figure vase by 
the CA Painter, decorated with a 
symposium scene. Second half of the 4th 
century BC 
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not a genre to which inferior craftsmen turned to help their sales, but one which 
the best could be proud of. 

It would be possible from the available material to compile a list of positions for 
copulation, and indeed this has been done, both in antiquity and modern times. 
While an exhaustive list has little purpose, there may perhaps be some interest in 
considering the matter in general, though any inferences about the significance 
of various postures must be drawn with the greatest care. It has already been 
noted that artistic considerations come into this. It is hardly to be supposed that 
the artists and craftsmen who produced erotic designs were attempting a 
sociological study of the sexual customs of their culture; they were producing 
images which conveyed the idea of sex as clearly and straightforwardly as they 
could within the normal artistic conventions in which they had grown up. If the 
aim is to arouse sexual feeling in the onlooker - and this must be the aim of many 
of these scenes - some positions of coitus can be visually ambiguous and lacking 
in impact. The common ‘missionary position' is one. Very skilled artists can 
convey the nature of the activity by facial expression and nuances of posture (^o). 
but it is easier to be unambiguous by resorting to positions which can mean 
nothing but sexual intercourse to any reasonable person, for example the popular 
Greek rear-entry poses (toy. 111). or by showing the genitals clearly in contact. 
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or about to be so. It is therefore important to bear in mind that the choice of pose 
may not depend chiefly on what was customary in actual sexual practice at the 
time, but on what would be of greatest interest to the customer and could be most 
vividly illustrated by the artist. 

W'ith this m mind, we can nevertheless note some of the positions and types of 
activity which are depicted, and consider whether they may tell us anything 
about the tastes and sexual preferences and preoccupations of the Greeks and 
Romans who bought and used the decorated objects. It is immediately striking 
that there is a high proportion of rear-entry couplings recorded by the Greek vase- 
painters. with the female standing or kneeling. 1'his rather impersonal stance 
tends to be more gratifying to the man than the woman. Professor Do\ er (Gnrk 
Homoseximlitii) considers that many of these depict anal rather than \ aginal 
penetration, but it seems to me that it is quite impossible to make a )udgement of 
this kind. In the side views shown, it would be extremely dithcult to tell even in a 
photograph, let alone a drawing, precisely what was taking place in any given 
example, and any of these paintings could just as easily show normal coitus. 
Remembering that the women in these pictures arc hetairai. it is true that anal 
connection would, as Dover suggests, have had the advantage of being effectively 
contraceptive. Furthermore, if nineteenth-century pornography is any guide. 
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high-spirited sexual romps such as those on many of the Greek pots often lead to 
experiment with variants on straightforward copulation. On the other hand, 
hetairai must have been able to cope with the hazard of pregnancy, since they are 
often enough shown indulging in normal intercourse, so the contraceptive theory 
has little weight. Anal coitus is not likely to be associated with homosexual 
experience or preference amongst the males in these orgies, since it is no more a 
norm in homosexual relationships than it is in heterosexual ones. It is true that 
the practice is mentioned in Greek literature, but as we have seen, the mode of 
male-to-male lovemaking normally illustrated on pottery is quite different. All in 
all. it cannot be demonstrated that these frequent rear-entry connections are 
other than normal. What they do seem to convey very strongly is the atmosphere 
of the orgy, with the men using the women as the fancy takes them, rather than 
the atmosphere of private and personal relationships. This is naturally what one 
might expect in the circumstances. The ambience is as far remo\ed as possible 
from the Gallo-Roman couple in their bed with the family dog at their feet. 

Rear-entry positions are also quite frequent in Roman work, but they are 
seldom standing ones, except in the few (17) where there is a ritual element, the 
male figure being a satyr rather than a human. More commonly, the couple is 
shown on a bed. with the man kneeling, so that the impression is not so strongly 
that of a very fleeting contact. Another rear-entry position which appears in 
Roman and some later Greek examples is the lying-down rear-entry, which when 
seen from the front, affords a very detailed view of the proceedings. Kxamples are 
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112 A bronze mirror-cover from Corinth, 
decorated with an erotic scene. This is a 
position which is particularly clear in a 
two-dimensional, or low-relief, 
representation. Vlid-4th century bc 


the Boston mirror-cover (112), another mirror-cover of later date, first century 
AD. in Rome (^5). and the small bronze knife-handle (ii 3). which being three- 
dimensional does not need to have selected this position simply in order to be 
explicit. Variants also occur on pottery, some of them strained and rather 
unnatural, perhaps due at least in part to lack of competence in the craftsman. 
The popularity of the position in art must be due to a great extent to its visual 
effectiveness. 

As one might expect, face-to-face positions with the male above occur with 
some frequency, but various devices are used to heighten the erotic impact by 
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making the male genitals at least partially visible. A side view t)f this posture 
where both partners are fully stretched out makes little impression as an erotic 
image, but there are some entertaining versions of the classic missionary position 
in Rtruscan art of the seventh century bc and contemporary situla art, where the 
problem has been solved by the naive c,\pedient of having the male figure 
apparently hovering m mid-air over the supine female, d'his will not do, however, 
for the more sophistieatcd work of the Attie vase-painters or for the Romans. A 
variant face-to-face position w hich is seen in a number of red-figure paintings is 
that in w hich the woman has her legs raised onto the man's shoulders, so that her 
thighs do not obstruct the observer's view of his body. .‘\s it happens, this is 
another mode which in real life is generally more pleasant for the male than for 
his partner: for the woman, it can be extremely uncomfortable, compressing the 
rib-cage and making breathing difficult, as well as bringing about an angle of 
penetration that can be painful. Confirmation of the fact that it was enjoyed by 
Greek men is found in Lysistnita. w'here it seems to figure in the catechism of 
delights which Lysistrata makes her followers swear to deny their husbands: I 
won't raise up my Persian slippers towards the ceiling'. Roman versions tend to 
favour a more natural pose (for example the Arretine figure-type. to), though at 
least one of the Pompeian wall-paintings has the feet-on-shoulder pose: however, 
in that case, the woman is shown sitting on the edge of a bed, and the man 
standing, which is a far less exhausting version. It is hard to say to what extent 
purely visual considerations affect the choice in this range of positions. 

Greek pottery has a fair number of examples of the woman-astride theme, but 
this is especially common in Roman art. Indeed, on objects such as Roman lamps. 
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it is probably true to say that the position in which the male reclines and the 
female squats above him. either facing him or with her back to his face, is the most 
characteristic of all. All variants of this approach, whether the man is lying back 
or sitting, give a good deal of freedom to the female partner and require her very 
active co-operation. It is even said by some that there are men who feel at a 
psychological disadvantage in such encounters because they see the woman as 
the dominant partner. From the artistic point of view, it is possible to make the 
action very clear by having the genitals of both figures visible. It is tempting to 
speculate that the frequency of this type of position on Roman objects implies 
rather more freedom of choice among the women than we sec in Greek contexts, 
but such a conclusion would be stretching the evidence too far. All we can say is 
that woman-astride positions were erotically stimulating to those who wanted 
sexual decoration on items such as lamps. 

We have already seen that orgies in which several people take part together are 
by no means infrequent on Attic painted pottery. In particular, the hetairai and 
the slave musicians and dancers who were present seem to have been called upon 
to satisfy more than one of the men at once. There seem to be few Roman images 
of this kind. Even the Pompeian wall-paintings depict single couples, any 
supernumerary characters merely observing, rather than taking any part in the 
action. There are a few lamp and samian figure-types which show couples 
physically supported or egged on by additional individuals, but again, the latter 
do not seem to be sexually aroused themselves, so these scenes do not convey the 
atmosphere of an orgy. Obviously the small circular area provided by the discus of 
a lamp is barely adequate to show the complex communal activities seen in some 
of the red-figure vases, and it is also true that painting is a far easier medium for 
such a purpose than the low-relief modelling produced in moulds. All the same, 
we can be sure that if craftsmen of the quality of those employed in the factory of 
Marcus Perennius had wished to represent a frieze of figures engaged in complex 
sexual conjugations, they could easily have done so: instead, the Arretine 
symposia have pairs of figures so absorbed in each other that one doubts whether 
they would have been conscious of the other couples at all. It is only fair to stress 
that this does not constitute evidence of a lack of orgies in Roman society - any 
more than the Greek scenes are evidence of their taking place in Athens: the 
paintings could be mere wishful thinking, like many of the Victorian descriptions 
of orgies. What we can reasonably infer is that the Greek customer for an 
erotically decorated pot was more likely to be stimulated by the idea of multi¬ 
person sexual contact than was his Roman counterpart. Could this, again, be due 
to the attitude to women.' It is tempting to draw such conclusions, but perhaps 
unwi.se. 

The cheerful and rather athletic approach to sex which we sense in much of the 
Greek material is best paralleled on Roman objects on the lamps and products 
such as the late Gallo-Roman pottery with relief-decorated medallions, made in 
the Rhone valley. As 1 remarked earlier, some of these scenes could depict sex- 
shows rather than private activities. In some of them, the couples hav'e props such 
as lamps or swmrds. which they wave aloft, and on the Rhone valley medallions 
1114). there is often a comment or exhortation inscribed on the scene. These are 
usually difficult to understand without a knowledge of sexual terminology and 
slang in Latin, but the general gist is obvious enough. It is also on lamps and 
Rhone valley vessels that we most commonly see examples of the practice of 
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fellatio, which is also quite often depicted on Greek red-figure. Cunnilingus is 
extremely rare; literary evidence suggests that the Greeks, at any rate, regarded it 
with revulsion. There is a Roman lamp type Iii6) which seems to depict a 
soixante-neuf pose, but it is exceptional. Forgers of ancient lamps in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries attempted to fill this gap by providing more such scenes, 
and have therefore clouded the issue somewhat. 

W’e mentioned masturbation in an earlier chapter as behaviour more usually 
associated with satyrs than humans. I do not know of a single visual image of 
female masturbation in Greek or Roman material, though it is certainly 
mentioned in literature: both the writers and the artists were normally men. The 
dildo-wielding hetairai on Greek vases are clearly entertaining their customers: in 
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many cases, they are almost certainly performing a lascivious dance, and the 
closest modern parallels could undoubtedly be found in strip-tease shows. A red- 
figure scene which is often quoted as showing masturbation is one which has a 
couple on a couch with a sleeping hetaira on the floor beneath, her hand resting 
on her belly (117). One may, of course, speculate about the activities which have 
left her in this exhausted state, but as painted, she is not indulging in anything 
more than slumber. 

There is one intriguing example of male masturbation illustrated on samian 
ware, on a small beaker in so-called black samian, made in the workshop of a 
potter called Libertus at Lezoux during the first two decades of the second century 
AD. The beaker is decorated with several rather formalised small erotic reliefs of 
the type which may ultimately be derived from comedy, but there is one figure of a 
seated slave holding a lantern; he is a common enough figure, but here, amongst 
the riot of erotica with which he is surrounded, he has been subtly altered in the 
mould to suggest that he is joining in the spirit of the activity, though lacking a 
partner 11 18). 

The overall picture which emerges for both Greek and Roman material is a 
matter-of-factness and casualness in illustrating these erotic themes which is very 
foreign to us, but exactly what we might expect, in view of the different threshold 
of embarrassment and shame which the ancients would have had. The Greek 
material displays little sign of emotional involvement among the participants: the 
pottery is aimed at a particular clientele, and a particular context, where it would 
be surprising if it did. It is noteworthy that the lack of embarrassment in the Greek 
painted pottery extends beyond the illustration of erotic themes: it was considered 
acceptable to depict excretion and even the more repulsive and disgraceful results 
of overindulgence in drink. 

The erotic decoration on Roman objects is far less restricted socially than Greek. 
Although Arretine vessels, and the rare examples of silver tableware which have 
comparable decoration, were undoubtedly intended for the use of the rich, clay 
oil-lamps were not. and they are a major vehicle for this type of ornament. What 
is particularly striking is that the allegedly crude and cruel society of the Roman 
Empire seems to have been able to summon up a more gentle and emotional 
approach to the subject than the Greeks, along with a similarly light-hearted 
attitude implied by the probability of public sex-shows. In every way, the Roman 
material seems to cover a broader scope, and to accept themes connected with sex 
in a v'ery wide range of contexts. 

As I have already suggested, the effect on the sensibilities of the acceptance of 
phallic motifs in art. for reasons which are not sexual at all, nevertheless paves the 
way for a calm attitude towards intentionally erotic material. The Victorians were 
quite right to fear that exposure to impropriety' blunts the fine edge of one's 
shockability. Mysteries are bound to be more terrifying than known facts, and the 
idea of an everyday utensil with an erotic picture on it is far more startling than 
the actuality. 



Conclusions 


In the foregoing chapters we have seen something of the range of sexual imagery 
in classical art, and have tried to assess its meaning and significance to the 
cultures which created and used it. It remains to summarise these conclusions 
briefly, and also, since the study of this type of material is still fraught with 
difficulties, to comment on the necessity and importance of giving these objects 
their due weight in any discussion of the past. 

The first point to note is that overtly sexual representations were common in 
both Greek and Roman art. They are to be found on a wide range of artefacts, 
including many which were articles of everyday use. such as Roman clay lamps. 
It is therefore perfectly clear that their use was not restricted to sexual situations. 
Though many objects are still made with decoration of an erotic kind, and were 
made even in the most puritan periods of the nineteenth century, they are 
intended for very restricted use: even where their main purpose is humorous, as is 
often the case, most people would be very cautious about displaying them, and 
would first make certain that those to whom they wished to show them were 
more likely to be amused than shocked. 

W'e have suggested that the ancient objects with sexually explicit ornament 
were not all made for purposes which can properly be termed 'erotic', that is. to 
provide sexual stimulation, but that in fact they fall into several quite distinct 
categories. One of the major classes is to be explained in connection with the 
religious beliefs and rites of the Graeco-Roman world. As in so many other 
societies, fertility was a matter of prime importance, and there were many gods 
and godde.sses who were particularly concerned with it. This association with 
fertility can hardly be adequately expressed without recourse to sexual symbolism 
of some kind, and many of the deities involved had attributes, or were worshipped 
with rituals, which included elements that seem to us straightforwardly sexual. 
Where such attributes and imagery concentrate on the theme of motherhood, 
they appear acceptable and even attractive to modern western thought, but 
where male sexuality is brought in. the imagery was universally regarded in the 
recent past as obscene, and is .still viewed with the utmost uneasiness by many 
who regard themselves as tolerant today. 

The rites performed in the worship of one of the gods concerned with fertility 
are of special importance. Dionysos, though chiefly thought of as the god of wine, 
had broader powers, and the mythical entourage which is so often depicted in his 
iconography contains many outspokenly phallic representations. Furthermore, 
the worship of this deity is the source of drama, and Greek comedy gives ample 
evidence of this sexual element. The very roots of all European drama are firmly 
planted in this phallic worship. 

A fairly minor religious element which also disturbed earlier scholars was that 
of healing shrines, and the existence of votive olferings in a form which seemed to 
them improper. Considerably more widespread, however, was the existence of 
phallic objects and representations which had a more peripherally religious 
meaning, as amulets to keep misfortune at bay. The importance of the image of 
the phallus, and some other sexual motifs, as apotropaic devices probably stems 
originally from fertility cults, but their development can be seen more as a 
superstitious practice than a seriously religious one. Phallic amulets were worn, 
and phallic symbols displayed in public places, to keep off the Evil Eye: they were 
not intended to be sexually titillating. Modern versions of them, together with 
gestures which are likewise phallic or sexual in origin, are still common. 





especially in Mediterranean countries, and have the same purpose. 

Tu'o other classes of sexual imagery have been described. One is difficult to 
identify and. in some cases, to separate from other classes, namely material which 
was intended to be humorous. It is not always easy to appreciate the humour of 
other societies, and in any case, there is a marked o\ erlap between this category 
and some others, such as the apotropaic or Dionysiac material. We can. however, 
be certain that some of the objects which in modern times have seemed shocking 
or embarrassing would ha\'e appeared merely amusing to their users in antiquity. 
The final category is the important one of imagery which is definitely and 
primarily erotic, and was intended to be sexually stimulating to those who saw it. 
This group of illustrations is most common on decorated pottery, both Greek and 
Roman, and concentrates on scenes of actual copulation. It is this material alone 
which should be classified as 'erotic': all the other classes are intended for other 
purposes. 

In recent times, all the ancient material which has seemed openly sexual has 
been regarded as obscene: not only that which depicts scenes of lovemaking, but 
also representations of genitals made as amulets or medical ex votos. or pictures of 
sexually aroused mythical satyrs at their Dionysiac revels. Definitions of 
obscenity remain an unsolved problem, but many legal definitions include the 
concept of deprtiving and corrupting’ the x ieucr. rather than merely arousing 
him or her sexually. It is extremely difficult to see how representations of the nude 
human body can possibly deprave and corrupt, or indeed how illustrations of 
sexual intercourse can do so. since the usual heterosexual form of this is a normal 
activity, and moreover essential to the continucince of the species. If it is thought 
that sexual activity which cannot result in offspring is immoral, then a picture of 
homosexual connection or coitus with an animal might just possibly be said to 
corrupt, provided the onlooker had been too unimagintiti\e to envisage the 
activity for him.self. surely a very rare case. It is in any case clear that the 
\'ictorians. and many people at the present day. do not confine their 
condemnation to such scenes alone, but tipparently consider sexual excitement as 
wrong in itself, so that everything which may be conducit'e to it, or relate to it in 
some way. is suspect. 

This brings us to the whole que.stion of v\ ays of looking at the past. Should we. 
in fact, interpret antiquity in terms of our ov\ n cultural conditioning, or should we 
make .some attempt to be more objectix e.- The paintings on Greek pottery and the 
bronze pendants made in the Roman Kmpire were not made with us in mind. 
\\ hat can we possibly learn about the past if we insist on studying it only in terms 
of our own reactions.' The answer, surely, is nothing. We must therefore make an 
effort to see all archaeological material as far as we can in terms of its own time: 
our personal reactions to the material are irrelevant if our purpose is to try to 
understand an ancient society. This is not easy, but that scarcely constitutes an 
excuse for not trying to do it. In the nineteenth century, the study of the past was 
often used as a basis for systems of moral ideology, and was considered useful for 
demonstrating the consequences of w rong behaviour. While it is certainly true 
that much can be learned from the study of history, we do not sec it in quite these 
terms now. The hypocrisy of avoiding study of sexual customs can very easily be 
illustrated by the attitude, both now and in the past, to the study of certain other 
social customs in antiquity. It is no longer thought acceptable to indulge in forms 
of sport’ which have as their ultimate aim the slaughter of the losing human 



I 14 A Roman lamp decorated with a 
winged phallus. Late ist century BC 









120 A crater by the Pan Painter, 
decorated with a woman carrying a huge 
model phallus, probably in connection 
with some festival Second quarter of the 
Sth century Bt 


contestant, yet vve accept that Roman society cannot be fully understood if the 
sports of the arena are ignored, and students of the period have seemed to have no 
difficulty in tolerating discussion and illustration of material relating to this, 
however much they may deprecate it in moral terms. 

The first problem in the study of the past therefore reveals itself as deliberate 
bias on the part of the student himself. It should be possible to set this aside as soon 
as one is conscious of it. Some, howev er, might argue that, however desirable an 
objective approach might be. we already have a great deal of evidence about life in 
antiquity, and we will not greatly distort the picture if we suppress one category of 
evidence, that relating to sexuality, because it is embarrassing or distasteful to us. 
A little thought will demonstrate that this attitude is totally false: we have to look 
at the nature and the built-in biases and gaps in the data on which we base our 
interpretation of antiquity, and this will prove that we are very far indeed from 
having a wide or balanced range of information. 

The evidence for v'anished societies consists of two main classes, written and 
material. Written sources may be consciously historical, or they may have been 
written for literary or quite mundane everyday purposes, and they can be written 
from within the society in question or from outside it. The material, or 
archaeological, evidence consists of the structures built by the people and the 
objects used by them, and of their remains. In studying prehistory, only the latter 
form of evidence is available. Classical antiquity can be seen through a 
combination of written and archaeological sources, but the biases of both these 
types of evidence are greater and more basic than many people realise. 

We have already commented on conscious and deliberate bias in the student. 
There is also much unconscious bias. Even without making indignant moral 
value-judgements, based on the belief that our society is right and others wrong, 
we can still misunderstand the atmosphere and feeling of another culture. One of 
the most obvious aspects of this is in the matter of language. Anyone who is bi¬ 
lingual, or who even speaks more than one language with a fair degree of fluency, 
will know that their actual modes of thought are affected by the language in 
which they are thinking and speaking at any given moment. The syntax and 
vocabulary tend to impose certain types of thought-processes. The differences are 
evident even in closely related modern European languages, and are 
correspondingly more marked in those of different families and periods. In the 
case of modern languages, the barriers can be crossed by the individual whose 
command of the language is sufficiently good, partly because the culture which 
surrounds that language is still extant, but it is doubtful whether even the most 
technically brilliant classical scholar could totally overcome the problem with 
ancient Greek and Latin. Victorian classicists, enviably fluent as many of them 
were in Greek especially, infatuated by Greek culture and deeply read in its 
literature, were still able to misunderstand and distort the values of the ancient 
world. Unconscious bias is also present in the whole area of personal cultural 
conditioning. Our own society's norms can so easily appear universal if we are not 
prepared to examine them sharply when dealing with other cultures. 

The internal biases of the student of the past, conscious and otherwise, are 
equalled by those of the data which he studies. It may be thought that historical 
sources are reliable and helpful, but this is not necessarily so. Our present concept 
of both the writing and interpretation of history is. with a few exceptions, not very 
old. Though the idea that the raw material should consist of facts, arranged in a 
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logical manner, goes back to the Greek historian Ihucydides. there have been 
many historians of a very different stamp in the meantime. English, a language 
with many shades of meaning in its vocabulary, has a distinction between the 
words 'historv' and 'story', but many related modern European languages do not: 
histoin' in French. Gi^schU'htt' in German, storki in Italian and fuuics in Welsh all 
mean 'tale', and often specifically an unlikely tale, as well as 'history . Though by 
the nineteenth century it was not acceptable, let alone praiseworthy, to improv'e 
a story of some historical event by embellishing it in a colourful and memorable 
way. it was certainly still acceptable to suppress information which was 
considered distasteful and. above all. to approve or condemn the event in terms of 
contemporary, nineteenth-century morality. History had to make sense as a story 
written by a nineteenth-century Christian. This is one ol the reasons why Richard 
Payne Knight’s sincere attempts to study the religious symbolism of sexual 
imagery in antiquity met with such savage condemnation. 

The readers of historical sources may therefore hav e man\’ forms of bias to 
contend with, where the writers have consciously or unconsciously distorted 
their material. If purposely writing history, the author may have indulged in 
deliberate propaganda. This is often easy enough for the reader to detect and 
allow for e\'en centuries later, but sometimes it can be subtle and highly cflecti\’e. 
'I'here are many who believe, for example, that the bad press' received by King 
Richard iii of England gives a totally false picture of his life and reign which has 
been uncritically accepted ever since. The usual version of his career was 
certainly a convenient one for the Tudor monarchs t\'ho succeeded him. 

Deliberate di.stortion by writers of history may be for literary reasons rather 
than political ones: this is perhaps truer of the medieval period than the classical. 
Roman writers were conscious of writing history in more or less our sense ol the 
word - though they were not objective, for reasons we shall see in a moment - but 
medieval historians such as Geoffrey of .Monmouth were concerned to produce an 
entertaining and plausible story. Geoffrey. v\ ho li\'ed in the twelfth century, wrote 
a Historii ol the Kings ol Britain, allegedly based on an older Welsh manuscript, 
which is a tine and stirring piece of work from the literary standpoint, 
embellishing a tiny kernel of fact with a vivid shell of conjecture and imagination. 
He was the source of much detail about the Arthurian legend, and was long taken 
as a reasonably reliable guide to the early history of Britain. 

Another bias of written history concerns the cultural viewpoint of the writer. 
We have several important texts on the events of the first centuries bc and .\n 
v\ hich eventually led to the absorption of Britain into the Roman Empire, and 
these are rightly regarded as extremely valuable sources. Nevertheless, we must 
remember that all of them were written by the conquering Romans, not by the 
conquered British Celts. While the facts may be correct, we can be certain that 
some other material would emerge in a history written from the other side. These 
histories, like most of those written with posterity in mind, also contain another 
bias: they deal with the important, large movements of events - military and 
political activities, the doings of kings, statesmen and generals. Any 
understanding of history must, of course, involve these matters, but the modern 
student of the past also wants to know about ordinary people and everyday life. 
These were matters which were too well known, and perhaps too uninteresting, 
to contemporaries to be included in historical writing. Facts about trade, 
commerce and other aspects of economic life are likewise often absent from 
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sources written as history, though they are now of great interest to us. 

All these problems may cause one to turn hopefully from written history to the 
apparently impartial data provided by archaeological methods. At least these deal 
primarily with everyday life, and presumably nobody in the past thought how 
they might mislead an archaeologist of the future. Archaeology is not, however, a 
discipline based on complete and unbiased evidence: far from it. The structures 
and portable objects which survive from the past for us to assess and study form 
only a small proportion of the material culture of the past, and we have available 
to us only a tiny proportion, in turn, of what originally survived: much has been 
destroyed in the intervening centuries, and much has not yet been found. 

Furthermore, the survival of objects is extremely unbalanced. A glance at the 
illustrations in this book will demonstrate how common pottery artefacts are 
compared with many other classes of material. Fired clay is a substance which 
sur\ i\ cs exceptionally well: though it breaks, it seldom decomposes. It was used 
in huge quantities in many early societies, being cheap, fragile and easily 
replaceable, and consequently there is still a lot of it around. The study of it can 
therefore be more broadly based than that of many other types of artefact. Metals 
and glass, for instance, can be reused by actually reprocessing them, while most 
organic materials simply do not survive in reasonable condition for centuries on 
end. t)ur comparatively poor knowledge of the range of utensils made of wood, 
cloth, bone, leather and basketwork in ancient times contrasts markedly with the 
minuteness with which we can chronicle changes of style in the pottery. 

Our judgement of an ancient society's artistic achievement is also dependent on 
whether they chose to express their creativity in relatively durable media. On the 
whole, stone sculpture survives well, though marble can be burnt to produce lime 
for mortar, a fate which befell much classical sculpture. Large-scale bronze 
statues could be melted down and the metal used for other purposes, though 
given some good luck, they are capable of surviving the centuries. Paintings ha ve 
scarcely surt ived at all from antiquity: though we admire the wall-paintings 
which have come down to us. such as those from Pompeii, they were not classed 
in their own time as great art. Much of our judgement of Greek and Roman art is 
based on Kleinkunst - decorated silverware, painted pottery, small statuettes, 
jewellery, and so on: perfectly valid subjects for study, but presenting only part of 
the picture. Ancient societies whose artistic endeavours reached their finest 
flowering in some more perishable form, such as woodcarving or decorated 
textiles, have left little behind them for us to admire. 

All in all. though the gaps and biases of archaeological sources are quite 
different from those of w-ritten history, they are just as glaring, and they make it 
extraordinarily difficult for us to gain a well-rounded picture of the society which 
they represent. Fhe interpretation of archaeological data is often a matter of 
opinion, and surprisingly divergent theories can be put forward to explain the 
same set of facts. There is little point in amassing information about the past 
unless some attempt is made to organise it into a coherent picture, but there are 
changing fashions in styles of interpretation and in the subjects of greatest 
interest, so that models of the past are continually being revised or overthrowm. 
At present, the art-historical and typological approaches are thought passe by 
many, while more ‘scientitic' and mathematical approaches are popular. The old- 
fashioned technique of explaining earlier societies, particularly prehistoric ones, 
by means of anthropological parallels remains very acceptable in some circles. All 



these approaches are valid in certain respects, and have drawbacks in others. 

If we accept, firstly, that our study of the past should be as objective as we can 
make it. and secondly, that the sources a\ ailable to us are both incomplete and 
intrinsically biased, it must surely become clear that the deliberate suppression of 
any type of evidence is extremely serious. Material of the Greek and Roman period 
which was earlier set aside because it was judged obscene is quite common 
(exactly how common is not easy to establish, precisely because of the separate 
treatment it has been accorded!, and any earnest research into the world of 
Greece and Rome must include it. If one wishes to draw conclusions from any 
group of facts, it should be obvious that it is hardly wise to begin by arbitrarily 
ignoring part of the evidence. 

Other than this point, which is one of commonsense as much as scholarly 
integrity, what point is there in trying to understand and interpret the sexual 
imagery m Greek and Roman visual art.' Perhaps the most striking is the insight 
which It atl'ords into the contrast between our attitudes and those of antiquity, 
even though many ol us consider ourselves free of the puritanical feelings of the 
pre\ ious century. This is a very clear reminder that we arc dilTerent in a great 
many w ays from the people ot the classical cultures, and our tiwareness of this 
should help us understand them more fully, by making us examine our own 
assumptions and preconceptions constantly. 

I he relationship ol sexual imcigery to religious belief and practice is also 
absolutely central, and religious feeling is always a key aspect of a society. Man 
has aluiiys been anxious to conccntriitc on the features of his species which 
distinguish him trom other animals, and htis therefore had rather complex 
leelings about those aspects ol beha\'i()ur which he shares w ith the rest of the 
animal kingdom. This was true m classical antiquity, but sexuality was not 
denied or considered damaging to spiritual growth as it has been in so many 
(. hristian societies. It was instead channelled into acceptable forms of expression, 
and treated with humour and commonsense. 

1 he evidence lor sexual attitudes in the visual arts is illuminating to those who 
study these societies mainly through the litertiry evidence. The two types of data 
may not always seem to support each other: as we have seen, in the case of the 
Greek attitude to homo.sexuality. the combined written and visual evidence 
provides many answers, but it also poses some questions. "I’he position of the two 
sexes in society is naturally evident in sources of different kinds, and the artistic 
imagery specifically concerned with sexual matters can be of great interest. We 
have to allow for the tact that most ot the artists and craftsmen were probably 
male, but even so. something ot the place ol women in society must come 
through. 

I inalh. the exclusion of improper artefacts from general studies of antiquity 
means that some very fine artistic evidence as such is being ignored. The 
illustrations in the previous chapters should give some idea of the quality of much 
of this material in artistic terms; some of the work on Greek painted pottery and on 
Roman ceramics such as Arretine ware is among the best of its kind. For this 
reason alone, it is necessary to bring these objects back into proper consideration 
with their fellows, instead of pretending that they do not exist. 

Many of us. more honest than some of our predecessors, will also admit to a 
natural interest in sexual matters, and will regard this, too. as a sufficient reason 
to examine all the evidence possible which refers to the subject in antiquity. A 
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dislike of hypocrisy is itself enough to condemn the attitude which tries to keep the 
material hidden. But there are real academic advantages to be gained from 
bringing it out into the open from the secret collections to which it was relegated 
by earlier workers. We can learn much not only about the ancient societies which 
were so important for the growth of European culture, but also about the basic 
principles of the study of the past and the way in which they are changing and 
developing. In short, a good look at the sexual images of Greece and Rome can 
teach us a great deal about people, past and present. 
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